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SPECIAL REPORT

Shifting Gears
Dr. Sayyid M. Syeed announces his 
retirement from ISNA

BY JAY WILLOUGHBY

D
r. Sayyid M. Syeed, national director of the Islamic 
Society of North America (ISNA) Office for Interfaith and 
Community Alliances in Washington, D.C., has announced 
that he will be retiring from the organization yearend 2017.

He told Islamic Horizons magazine, however, that he will stay in 
the region to continue his cooperation “with individuals and insti-
tutions that are dedicated to a dialogue of civilizations and faiths.”

Syeed, who has been associated with MSA/ISNA for more than 
four decades, became active in the MSA during the mid-1970s. By 
1980 he was serving as its president, and during his three years in 
office the association began its transformation into ISNA. Under his 
stewardship as secretary general (1994-2006), ISNA’s impact and 
appeal grew in terms of the number of new Islamic centers, interfaith 
dialogues and financial stability. In addition, as chairman of Islamic 
Horizons’ editorial board (1982-84; 1994-2006), he initiated its revival 
as ISNA’s nationally distributed flagship magazine. It was listed among 
the winners of the DeRose-Hinkhouse Awards presented by the 
interfaith Religion Communicators Council: the “Best of Class” and 
the “Award of Excellence” categories for its March/April 2009 issue, 
and the “Certificate of Merit” category for the Nov./Dec. 2009 issue.

In 2007 he moved to Washington D.C. to pursue his new role: 

leading the ISNA Office of Interfaith and Community Alliance. 
Located on Capitol Hill, he began an outreach campaign by building 
grass roots and national partnerships with faith organizations and 
working with various branches of the federal government, think 
tanks, religious and academic institutions. The ultimate goal — to 
present an accurate understanding of Islam and Muslims — obvi-
ously became far more challenging after 9/11. This reality caused 
him to work even harder.

INTERFAITH ACTIVITIES
Dr. Syeed’s many years of personal investment in the interfaith 
movement have paid off handsomely. One example of this is the 
Shoulder-to-Shoulder Campaign with American Muslims against 
Anti-Muslim Sentiment (www.shouldertoshouldercampaign.org), a 
powerful multi-faith campaign founded in 2010 that now embraces 
more than 30 national and regional Christian and Jewish faith orga-
nizations. This coalition has taken interfaith dialogue to a new level.

Seeking to help the Palestinians, he founded the National 
Interreligious Initiative for Peace in the Middle East (NILI; www.
nili-mideastpeace.org) in collaboration with other American reli-
gious leaders. As firm advocates for the two-state solution and an 
end to Palestinian suffering, they met with Secretaries of State Colin 
Powell, Condoleezza Rice, Hillary Clinton and John Kerry; top 
Palestinian, Israeli and Jewish leaders; and convened conferences, 
seminars and meetings.

After visiting the former Soviet Union in his capacity as sec-
retary general of the International Islamic Federation of Student 
Organizations (IIFSO; 1984-88), he was a co-founder of the 
Americans for Soviet Muslim Rights. The new organization’s goal 
was to keep the world up-to-date on what was going on with the 
USSR’s 70 million Muslims.

An avid reader and admirer of the poet-philosopher Allama 
Mohammad Iqbal, Dr. Syeed believed that America’s newly emerging 
and extremely diverse Muslim community should take the lead in 
integrating new knowledge and experiences with the traditional 
Islamic worldview. Among the team of thinkers and scholars who 
founded the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) in 
1981, he spent ten years there building a network of scholars and 
organizing multiple conferences on formulating new approaches to 
Islamic economics, anthropology, sociology, and political science 
in the U.S. and elsewhere.

During his tenure at IIIT, he also held the posts of general sec-
retary of the IIIT-affiliated Association of Muslim Social Scientists 
(AMSS), a national professional organization founded in 1972; and 
co-founder, editor and then editor-in-chief (1984-94) of the American 
Journal of Islamic Social Sciences (AJISS). AJISS eventually became a 
quarterly publication and now enjoys a respectable niche in academia.

A long-time proponent of fostering understanding among world 
religions, he has participated in and spoken at interfaith dialogue 
events on all levels in North America and served as a member of 
the board of trustees of the Council for a Parliament of the World’s 
Religions. In addition to being invited to a dialogue held in the 
Vatican by the late Pope John Paul (2000), he led the delegation of 
Muslim American leaders to meet with Pope Benedict during his 
2008 visit to Washington, D.C.

After 9/11, Dr. Syeed served on the Taskforce for the Integration 
of Muslims in the American Mainstream, established by the Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs. This initiative was designed to discuss 
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how Muslim Americans can be better inte-
grated into mainstream American society. 
When torture became a problem during the 
George W. Bush administration, Dr. Syeed, 
himself a victim of torture in his homeland 
of Indian-occupied Kashmir, worked with 
other faith leaders to found the National 
Religious Campaign against Torture 
(www.nrcat.org).

INTRA-MUSLIM ACTIVITIES
A strong promoter of intra-Muslim under-
standing, Dr. Syeed was instrumental in get-
ting the March 2007 Shia-Sunni Code of 
Honor (www.sunnishiaunity.org/en/code-
of-honor) signed by leaders of both back-
grounds in front of about 12,000 Muslims in 
Chicago. This document gradually became 
a point of reference for Sunni-Shia under-
standing internationally. In 2007 he invited 
Mohammad Khatami, former president of 
Iran (1997-2005), to address the ISNA con-
vention in Chicago, an unprecedented event 
that was full of positive potential. Dr. Syeed 
is a frequent speaker at Sunni as well as Shia 
Islamic centers and conferences.

During the early years of the Nation 
of Islam’s transition into Sunni Islam, Dr. 
Syeed was in close contact with Imam WD 
Mohammed and functioned as a bridge 
between MSA/ISNA and the Imam’s con-
stituency. The end result: the Imam was 
elected a member of ISNA Board and those 
who attended the Mosque Cares conven-
tion alongside with ISNA convention could 
listen to both sets of speakers and attend 
both events free of charge.

In the late 1990s he had a similar relation-
ship with Minister Louis Farrakhan, who was 
making major reforms in the Nation, such as 
aligning the Nation’s traditional December 
fast with Ramadan. This cooperation cul-
minated, in 2001, with the first-ever joint 
celebration of the annual Saviors Day event 
with ISNA scholars and speakers.

PUBLIC RECOGNITION
Over the years Dr. Syeed, who earned 
his doctoral degree at Indiana University 
Bloomington (sociolinguistics, 1984), has 

received numerous honors, among them an 
honorary doctorate of letters (2001) from the 
Graduate Theological Foundation in South 
Bend, Ind., in recognition of his contribution 
to interreligious understanding and har-
mony; the Catholic Heritage Foundation’s 
(Louisville, Ky.) Lifetime Achievement 
Award (2001) for distinguished service in 
furthering the Islamic tradition in North 
America and for promoting inter-religious 
understanding and harmony; the Interfaith 
Alliance President’s award (2010); and the 
Council on American Islamic Relations’ 
Lifetime Achievement Award (2013).

In 2015 he became the first Muslim 
leader to be given the Holy Land Christian 
Ecumenical Foundation’s Faith and Tolerance 
Award. While presenting this award 

during its 17th International Conference 
in Washington, D.C., president and CEO Sir 
Rateb Rabie stated, “In his words, Dr. Syeed 
consistently reminds us that the true legit-
imate tradition of the Holy Quran is built 
upon rights and religious freedom. However, 
more than just words, Dr. Syeed’s actions 
demonstrate this principle.”

On January 5, 2002, Governor Frank 
O’Bannon (D-Ind.), praised Dr. Syeed in his 
State of the State Address by recognizing the 
latter’s “work to educate Americans about the 
Muslim faith in the wake of the September 11 
terror attacks, along with [his] life’s work to 
encourage tolerance and racial healing, has 
marked [him] as a great leader in Indiana.”

In addition, Dr. Syeed has been invited 
to speak on Muslim and Islamic issues on 
various popular American news programs 
(e.g., the “MacNeil/Lehrer News Hour,” the 
“Today Show” and “Crossfire”) hosted by the 
major news channels in the U.S. as well as 
those of Turkey, Malaysia, Indonesia, Sudan, 
India, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. ih

Jay Willoughby is the copyeditor of Islamic Horizons.

DR. SYEED’S MANY YEARS OF PERSONAL 
INVESTMENT IN THE INTERFAITH 
MOVEMENT HAVE PAID OFF
HANDSOMELY.

WANTED
Imam/Religious Leader

The Islamic Society of Augusta, Ga. seeks an experienced and qualified Imam 
who will provide Islamic religious and spiritual guidance to the Augusta Muslim 
community; lead all Muslims from different backgrounds and cultures; has the 
vision and the enthusiasm to establish programs and activities to support the 
youth; has strong commitment to ethics and integrity; engage with the larger 
community to promote friendship and understanding between Muslims and 
non-Muslims in the community.

Requirements:
U.S. citizen or permanent resident;

● Excellent knowledge of Quran, Hadith and Fiqh;
● Hafiz-ul-Quran or has memorized a significant portion of the Quran 

and ability to recite well;
● Ability to lead in a multicultural/multi-mathhab environment;
● Fluent in English;
● Must have skills and experience in inspiring, motivating and inter-

acting/connecting with the youth and understands the challenges 
faced by them;

● Interact with various faith groups/interfaith organizations, local offi-
cials, law enforcement agents, local relief organizations;

● Excellent interpersonal, communication and judgement skills and 
ability to work with individuals from diverse background and different 
age groups; Reasonable experience in conflict resolution.

● Salary negotiable based on experience and qualifications.
● Interested candidates are encouraged to apply by sending a resume 

and letter of interest to csraengineer@yahoo.com


