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SARIKA MEHTA: You are listening to KXRY Portland on 107.1 FM, 91.1 FM, and streaming online 
at XRAY.fm. I'm Sarika Mehta. Welcome to Intersections Radio, a new independent podcast which also 
airs on XRAY. Intersections Radio is the show where we geek out on all things intersectionality.

This is the second episode in a two-part series that examines the intersection of sexuality with faith and 
ethnicity. Today's episode features an interview with Daayiee Abdullah. Daayiee Abdullah is a religious 
and legal scholar based out of Washington, DC. He's the executive director of MECCA Institute, an 
online, inclusive, progressive seminary. The aim of this is for Muslims around the world to better 
understand their faith in an inclusive, modern interpretation. He is also one of the rare few, openly gay 
Imams in the US and worldwide. We met on Skype and talked about his coming out story, and 
reconciling faith communities, gender, and sexuality. This is Intersections Radio.

Thank you so much for joining me on Intersections Radio.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: You're welcome. And thank you for inviting me.

SARIKA MEHTA: Well, you're, you have a pretty unique story, being the only openly gay Imam in the 
US, and one of three worldwide. Do you mind sharing a bit about your journey of coming out to your 
family, to the community, and reconciling a number of pretty distinct identities?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Well, that's just one of my many identities and many roles that I play in this 
history, my sixty-two year history. Actually, there are, I have met 12 gay Imams worldwide, eight of 
them openly gay, and they vary, from Australia to South America, North America, Europe, and Africa. 
So we're basically on every continent. And in every major city I've come across them as well, we're 
talking Beijing or Jakarta, Dubai or Capetown, South Africa, London, DC, LA, you know, Rio De 
Janeiro, the whole works. And part of it is that, in my growing up, my parents being educated, when I 
came out to them when I was 15.

I was graduated from high school and about to go off to college, and our relationship had always been 
one of openness, one that was part of the family standard, and I felt it was important that, once I had 
become my own man, that was one of our rituals, when we finished high school, my parents didn't 
demand us to go to college but that we should finish high school, was the minimum. And when that 
happened, there was a ritual where I would tender my high school diploma to my father, and he would 
then grant you your ability to be your own person. And when I did that, and had received their 
blessings, I told them that I felt I was gay, and back in 1970, 1969-1970, that was not necessarily an 
easy thing to do.

SARIKA MEHTA: Right.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: The wonderful thing about it is that my parents are very open, and very 
receptive, and they told me very plainly that, though they may not understand everything about being 
gay, I was here to uphold, and upheld, all of the standards that they had for all of us, I mean, including 



my several older brothers, that there was nothing wrong with me, and keep on doing the things that I've 
always been doing, that has been the working towards being a successful person in my academic career 
and community life. And with that, I moved forward, and have always had that support of my family 
and siblings throughout. Well, the majority of my siblings.

SARIKA MEHTA: Well, that's great that your family was so supportive at a very young age, and that, 
too, in the 70s. And you're from Detroit, I believe. Correct?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: That's correct. But one of the things about it, when I was at school, and so, in 
other places I would travel to, places like Chicago, New York, Atlanta, I would run into other people, 
black Americans and people of color, who were also having similar histories, meaning that they came 
out to their parents, got the kind of support that they did, and it was a very positive thing. What I 
realized some years later was that I had not come through this process as someone who had been 
broken, and this tended to be a problem in many gay people's lives, particularly back then, where they 
came out of it broken, disjointed, in a number of ways. But through the process of building and joining 
in urban communities where there were gay communities, people learned to heal. People learned how 
to become more self-sufficient, develop new forms of family.

It was through that process that many of them became, or came into themselves and found real 
strength. But not all were able to do so. Some wound up with other issues, sometimes it was drug or 
sexual addictions, other times it was other factors that were part of their framework, which kept them, 
not becoming fully healed. And I think that that's one of the issues that I've always looked at throughout 
this process.

And as I've gone through my process of growth, for example, living in San Francisco for five years 
during the latter part of the 1970s, moving there right before the centennial, and then leaving there and 
coming to Washington, DC, at the end of 1979, after the first gay and lesbian march on Washington. I 
realized Washington was my place, was my Mecca, being a person of color, for being gay. And, 
through that process of interacting with people, came to see how many of them, through this building 
up of community, help become better people. I think fed into my whole concept of civil rights as a 
child, gay rights as a teenager, to early adulthood, and then in my latter part of my adulthood, being 
very positive and learning about Islamic community, the Muslim community, and being gay, or 
LGBTQ in that community.

Which had got opened up to me when I was living in China, I was in school studying Chinese at 
Beijing University. And it was there that my classmates, who were Hui and Uighur, we had 
conversations many times, and that was a question that was raised, and I was told that it was not a 
problem because in Chinese culture they had already had, or had a great understanding, cultural 
understanding, of people who were gay, who were gay and lesbian, including emperors and other 
important religious as well as governmental heads who were. So that said to me that Islam had a 
different framework, at least the one that was in China, and I took a great interest in it. And it was 
through that process I got introduced to Islam, and I recognized that it was a very different Islam than 
what was promoted out of Saudi Arabia during that time period.

And when I left China and went to Taiwan to continue my Chinese studies, it was there I saw the 
unique difference, because in Taipei, they had a Saudi mosque, and it was very, very different structure 
and atmosphere than the ones I had gone to in China, and realized that there was a difference of how 
being LGBT in Islam was understood in two different cultures.



SARIKA MEHTA: You brought up a number of interesting issues. From what you're saying, I can tell 
that social justice has been a big part of your entire life, and then you're talking about the culture of 
Islam in places like Saudi Arabia versus how the culture of LGBT is seen in places like China and 
Taiwan, and that's kind of the crux of what I wanted to get to, you know, trying to hold onto what we 
value, but at the same time being true to ourselves. But you've also been around as a spiritual leader for 
a while, now. What kinds of changes have you seen?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: I've seen it from sun up, the break of dawn, to the setting of the sun. And 
enjoying the moonlight. But, part of the process is that, the typical, and I will say typical meaning that 
the ways in which sexual minorities are couched in discussions, particularly in a patriarchal, 
heterosexual framework, is also one of being othered rather than being different. And so the process has 
been one of teaching people, both those who are LGBTQ and those who are not, that the true form of 
having a clear understanding of Islamic faith is one of acceptance. Not tolerance, but acceptance.

SARIKA MEHTA: Right.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Tolerance is too easily a slippery slope into hatred. We don't need anyone's 
tolerance. But just to accept the fact that I am different. You're different than I am, am I to hate you 
because you're different? That logic is illogical, as Doctor Spock would say. Looking at the process this 
framing, it has helped me help others understand that acceptance is okeh, that it does not take away 
from your belief system, it's just knowing that not everyone believes like you do. Now, for some 
people, that becomes a problem because they believe in group politics, think as many people as you can 
apply more, then everybody's in happy harmony, versus the reality that, as a spiritual person, meaning 
that we have faith in the creator, that that relationship between ourselves and that creator cannot be 
interceded upon, at least in the way I understand Islam, because it is my relationship with god only. 
And every individual, every part of creation, has that relationship, and I'm not fearful that god is not big 
enough to handle that, because that's what god does. It does the big and the little, the individual and the 
collective.

And therefore, I surrender that process, I surrender that particular thing that I am connected. Now, what 
I don't surrender is the cultural and social framework that many people need in order for them to feel 
that they're a part of something. And that's okeh, because in many instances that's how our societies 
have grown and developed. It doesn't mean that, just because it is societal that it's always appropriate 
for the time and place, too. Therefore, as I see it, the ways in which our faiths, and I'm going to say this 
in terms of the Abrahamic faiths and specifically in Islam, but in the Abrahamic faiths, that, each of us 
has a process of understanding how our cultural rendering of what that faith is, but also how the 
individual one rates as well, and in some instances, as in the books themselves, some people came in 
opposition or came to be not accepted with their thinking and everything by larger numbers of people. 
Therefore, we, as sexual minorities, have to also understand that it's a challenge, but it does not mean 
that the opposition are correct. Because quite often, the larger groups of people are set under by a 
smaller number of folks, or even just one individual.

Therefore, the individual can move forward and still be wholesome within that faith and in that 
community, if they understand that being part of the group does not mean that that is the right way to 
approach it.

SARIKA MEHTA: I'm processing everything, and it's definitely a different outlook, when you were 
saying you were rejecting the social and cultural frameworks because, it's a natural tendency to find our 
groups and find our niche people, and find belonging, but, that's where we also have barriers and faults, 



when we are using that as an excuse to discriminate.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Absolutely. But also, just to want to belong, even when it's not necessarily 
the correct, if you use that in quotes, feeling, of where you need to be. I'll give you an example of what 
I'm referring to. When I lived in Saudi Arabia for several years, I would go to people's homes, invited 
for dinner, things of this nature, and usually there would be other people there, too. And I would be 
asked from time to time, why don't I eat with my right hand, which is the practice of most people there, 
and, you know, cultural practice there. And I would tell them, the things that you do with your left 
hand, which they consider their dirty hand, is what I do with my right hand, because I'm left handed. 
So, would it be appropriate, because my faith is based on my intentions, would it be appropriate for me 
to deliberately put my dirty hand in their food? Even though it's their culture?

The dilemma for me says I should not, no matter what the culture says, because my integrity is one, to 
be honest and truthful to people and not to do it just because they want me to. And so I've had people 
say after that, well, it doesn't matter. Just, you know, do like the prophet. He was right handed, and I 
will follow up with another question to them. If the right hand provides such a blessing, then why are 
most people who are in prison, in jails, and are arrested for doing wrong, are right handed?

SARIKA MEHTA: And what do they say?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Crickets. So it says that many times, cultures base things upon mythologies 
that fit into their culture, not necessarily factual things that they can pull out from their books of 
guidance. So it means that some people read their book of guidance as a guidebook, literally. If you 
step over here, walk 45 feet, you'll see such and such, that old relic from so and so. Versus a guidance 
book, that says that when you open your heart and you seek deeper understanding, and put yourself in 
another person's position, would you not consider their needs? Would you not consider their situation? 
So there's a very big difference in how guidebooks do get you to a certain place, but guidance helps you 
expand your ability to influence and affect people in numerous ways.

SARIKA MEHTA: That's a good point, and I like that example. I'm always just curious, how do people 
respond when you ask these critical questions?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: So, this is one of the things that when, a number of years ago, people wanted 
to debate me or ignore me, or not want to discuss issues, they would just make these things but because 
of my training, both legal and -- western law and in Islamic law, my background, living in multiple 
Muslim cultures, having visited and enjoyed the company of Muslims from around the world and have 
visited a number of different Muslim states across the world as well, I came to understand, in the 
history of Islam there are many types of Islams that developed. And this is why we have such a 
hodgepodge of understanding. But the beauty of Islam is its diversity, not uniformity. And this is where 
the problems stem from today, is because there's a promotion that there's a uniformity, a one size fits all 
concept, but that is not historically accurate, nor is it spiritually true.

SARIKA MEHTA: That is a very good point, this is maybe the most diverse of the major religions 
across the world. Before I forget, you had brought up a point when you were talking about your 
introduction. Some of the young people in the community who come out broken, and you actually 
attend and lead a retreat. Can you talk about this retreat?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Well, I don't actually lead the retreat. I was one of the founders of it a 
number of years ago. Well actually, Faisal Alam, who was the head of Al-Fatiha Foundation, they got 



started in 1997, '98, was the person who called together the most current groupings that has led to the 
LGBTQI Muslim movement of today. But it was through myself, Faisal, Siraj Kugle, Ghazala Anwar, 
and a number of other people who are, some of them, still active, like Tynan Power and Terna, and 
various other, Salim S and some other people, who participated in these early conferences. For 
example, in San Francisco in 2002 was the first time we had a woman lead prayers, a congregation. 
And it was there that a number of males, though they were gay, were not willing to pray because they 
had never done it before. But we didn't allow them to stop us from moving forward. We went ahead and 
had our prayers while they watched on the sidelines. And when they saw that the earth didn't open up 
and swallow us, nor did fiery brimstone come falling from the sky through the roof, they realized there 
must be something okeh with that, and when they joined us for later prayers, they said it was so 
liberating.

So it changed their sense of what spirituality meant to them, or could be for them, because they moved 
beyond their fear of what it possibly could be. So, through this process of Al-Fatiha, going up until 
2009, when it closed down because of a major change in leadership and the organization started to 
falter, then the new organization, through the help of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, over a 
three year period, brought together a wide array of Muslim LGBTQ people who then revamped what 
was once Al-Fatiha into what is now called MASGD, the Muslim Association for Sexual and Gender 
Diversity. It is now an organization that has, for the last five, six years now, has been doing the retreat, 
that's done Memorial weekend each year.

SARIKA MEHTA: That's great that this is getting more and more, not just awareness, but support, so to 
speak.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Well, what it does is, it provides a safe space where people can come, for 
many of them, usually about half of the people who attend each year, it's the first time they've ever 
been in a, if you would say, besides the people who run the retreat center, who are not necessarily gay, 
first time they've ever been in a fully Muslim LGBTQI atmosphere, and for many of them it's a 
revelation for them, because they come from communities where they may be the only gay person that 
they know of, and who's Muslim. So it provides an avenue and a wealth of spirit, because, even if, you 
know, they're cultural and secularly Muslim, it's an opportunity for them if they so choose to join in on 
the religious aspect, because we have zikr in the mornings, we have prayers, the five prayers 
throughout the day. We have opportunities to do other types of things at the retreat center because they 
even have like an art room and things like that. So people get a chance to participate. They have music, 
a center for music. People do poetry readings, all kinds of things.

So it allows them to express themselves fully in a welcoming atmosphere. And I -- that's one of the 
ways in which they -- if they haven't already, they're able to start to heal, meld, and feel a sense of 
connectedness to a community that is their own, and this is one of the ways in which this helped a 
number of people who've come to these retreats. A couple of years ago we had one where the youngest 
person was 17, with the permission of their parents, to come to the event, and the eldest person was 66 
years old.

SARIKA MEHTA: Wow.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Transgender. We did a color chart that year of the diversity of people, and we 
talk about a rainbow. But they tend to be more so in the 20s, 30s, just out of college, around that time, 
22, 24, until the mid-30s, seemed to be our largest number of people. But last year there was actually, I 
think of the hundred and ten people who were there, hundred and nine people who were there, there 



were six people over the age of 50, which was monumental, because I was always one of the, one or 
two of the older ones. So it made a significant difference to see more people coming out at higher, or 
older, ages.

SARIKA MEHTA: That's really exciting. And you had brought up another story from one of the 
retreats, that a woman was leading one of the events, or one of the prayers. That brought up another 
question. The reality is that much of the older, traditional understandings of most major religions is 
gendered. It's something we all know. What other ways do you address this in your teachings and your 
guidance?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Well, I've always believed that anyone who comes to lead prayers is leading 
the community in prayer, that's their intention, that's their foremost, important thing that they're there to 
do. So, if they're taking on that role, are willing to take that role on, then, and I mean this, you know, 
the R-O-L-E role, okeh? Then it's important that we give that person the utmost of respect, and revere 
their intentions to lead us in prayer. What often is utilized from patriarchal frameworks is that men are 
uncontrollable and they can't keep their mind off of having sex or whatever it is. That's utterly 
ridiculous, and if that is true, then that person who needs to seek psychiatric counseling, psychological 
at least, because they don't get it.

And I use a story from, I was in one of my classes with the late Dr. Taha Jabir Al-Alwani, who was my 
mentor for three years in my chaplaincy program, and he asked that question one day, and of course, 
the people, the other students responded, saying that it would be inappropriate for a woman to lead 
prayer. Then he asked me to pontificate on the idea, and I said, well, if Imam so and so, and so the male 
who is leading the prayer during Ramadan, we all put on a little extra weight, we know that women 
have said that when they find men attractive, they do look at their buttocks. So his pants seem a little 
tighter than usual, and when he's kneeling in prayers, sujud, then a sister looks up and sees him and 
becomes excited. So, I asked them, I said, was it right for her to do so? And they say no, it was wrong 
for her to do that. I said the same difference for a woman. If a man looks up and sees a woman's 
derriere, finds himself excited, then he's the one who's in fault, not her. And so the guy's at fault. So in 
that way, it gives them to understand that just because a cultural thing is done, doesn't mean that that's 
the religious standard.

And this is how I deal with the issue, that people who are coming to lead prayer, and that means that 
even if they're, if they come from a different sect, or different way in which Islam is practiced, I ask 
that when they lead prayer, to please explain why you do it, so everyone understands why. No one likes 
to be left in the dark. So explain. Like, if a person is Shia they usually have -- use a piece of clay or 
earth, that they use. And they just explain why, and everybody goes like, oh, I understand, that's no 
problem. And then they just go on and be all praying. Makes it real easy.

SARIKA MEHTA: That is true. And I like that it's a pretty contemporary, modern, progressive 
understanding. So this is a show about intersectional identities and intersectionality of communities. 
Are there any other issues or topics that you want to bring up before we close?

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Well, I think one of the things that we have to look at, and this is something 
that I'm having discussions with, and hopefully through the process of MECCA Institute, we'll be able 
to help teach specifically to LGBTQ people and their friends, families, and allies, that part of the 
process of healing is the recognition of it, the willingness to let it go, and to replace it with something 
that's a far better tool, or practice, that helps one. What does that mean? It means that in some 
instances, I've come across people who ask me for counseling, and some of their issues are based on 



drama, you know, the gay community issue of drama. People causing, oh, you don't like me, and you 
don't do this. The drama, the seeking attention. And I can understand that, but it's the wrong kind of 
attention. If you get attention from people because of who you are other than your sexual orientation, 
you're on the right track, because that adjective that describes who you are as a sexual being should 
only be that -- one of the many adjectives that describe who you are. Because when people ask me, 
well, what do you do, or what describes you, well, the gay part is number 19 or 20, somewhere down 
the line. Though important in my life, I'm not always having sex.

So, it's important that we can show that we are as well as any -- in any community of our peers, that we 
are competent and respectful of our positions in it. And that's something that, when you come from a 
place where you never had that ability, or never had the opportunity, is a process of learning, a process 
of getting those synapses ingrained.

SARIKA MEHTA: I think that's a good note to end on, and I appreciate that much of what you talked 
about really focused on respect and critical thinking.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: Yes. I would say this last thing. I was doing some conversation with a 
person, an Islamic scholar I know, and he was mentioning he had done some research on the term 
Sunnah, which is what does it mean, he really elaborated on it, and I learned some new things from him 
because of this research. But, he mentioned someone who made a comment about Allah and the 
person's fitrah, meaning that god provides everybody these two things. But then, the person he was 
quoting made a comment about morals, and I had to ask him the question, what do you mean by 
morals, because when people couch what is right and wrong in morals, then I have to question whose 
morals.

SARIKA MEHTA: Exactly.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: And so that was something that, I think he was taken aback a little bit by it, 
but, there's a question that he just has to, you know, elaborate on, because I hadn't read the person's 
book, I didn't have access to it. But, I'd like to know what is the person's commentary on what morals 
are?

SARIKA MEHTA: Right, and it gets pretty complicated when that starts dictating laws and whatnot.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: That's right. So, that's it.

SARIKA MEHTA: Daayiee Abdullah, thank you so much for taking the time to join me on 
Intersections Radio, and for this very interesting conversation.

DAAYIEE ABDULLAH: You're welcome.

SARIKA MEHTA: That was Imam Daayiee Abdullah, of the MECCA Institute. To listen to the podcast 
of this interview, check out IntersectionsRadio.Wordpress.com. Visit the same website for previous 
episodes of this podcast. And, join the facebook community at facebook.com/IntersectionsRadio. I'm 
Sarika Mehta, and this is Intersections Radio. Thanks for listening.


