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The tightrope from one faith to another can span a chasm of prejudice. 

Author Lucy Bushill-Matthews tells how she did it and kept her balance. 

it’s been nearly 20 years since I turned 

my family’s world upside down. When 

I chose to challenge my white, middle-

class, Christian upbringing. When I chose 

to become a Muslim. 

My father thought it was ‘just a phase’. 

My mother was devastated. She felt she’d 

failed in her role as a parent. I found letters 

of condolence from family friends lying 

around the study and thought somebody 

had died but they were about me. So I tried 

to hide my new-found faith. I stopped 

mid-prayer when I heard a family member 

coming up the stairs, I fasted on my own 

during Ramadan, creeping downstairs 

for breakfast before dawn broke, hoping 

I wouldn’t set off the burglar alarm. 

I had become intrigued by Islam through 

meeting Muslims at school and during my 

gap year. The theology seemed to be so 
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Prayers remain a daily 

feature of the family’s 

lives, but, says Lucy, 

‘Our home is not always 

a haven of tranquility. 

As I put my forehead to 

the ground, Amaani  

(far left) will sometimes 

leap around in her tutu 

and climb on my back. 

Asim, their brother, 

does the same to 

Safiyya (left), intent on 

getting her to keel over.’

living in peace

life lessons



similar to Christianity but also surprisingly 

different: while Muslims believed in Jesus 

and in the miracles of Jesus, prayers were 

directly to God and God alone. There was 

no complicated concept of a Trinity. Some 

Muslims I met were living their faith in 

a way I found unusual yet admirable: self-

disciplined and finding spiritual upliftment 

in the five daily prayers, staying away 

from alcohol despite the often strong peer 

pressure and showing immense generosity. 

Others had a rather different understanding 

of their faith: a man I met in Egypt was 

planning to marry four wives, then divorce 

them and marry another four. 

At university I used my free time to 

delve deeper to understand this foreign 

faith. In the process, I discovered that 

Muslims believe there is only one God for 

all humanity. I learned that the Qur’an 

acknowledges the existence – and equality 

– of all the prophets, including Noah, 

Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. 

That Muslims believe all the prophets had 

the same simple essential message: have 

faith in God and do good. For me, it put the 

plethora of world religions into context, 

identifying their common origins and 

explaining the high degree of similarity. 

It made sense that faith must go hand in 

hand with prayer, charity and kindness.   

During this time I analysed my own 

faith but failed to find clear and practical 

answers. Yet my decision to accept Islam 

was not taken lightly. When I decided 

to adopt the hijab, a headscarf worn for 

modesty reasons, it was a trial for my 

family. It was a visible and public reminder 

that I was different. I knew I was the same 

person inside but few could see past this 

small piece of cloth. My parents felt I was 

rejecting their entire way of life.

I was fortunate to marry a like-minded 

Muslim man, although for years the 

misconception would be that I’d converted 

because of him. The wedding was a key 

time for compromising. My mother and 

I searched for a Western wedding dress that 

fitted the Islamic requirements of modesty; 

we made provision for a prayer area in the 

dressing room and I heeded her request to 

wear a traditional veil at the reception. 

Thankfully, my parents welcomed Julian 

into the family, my father pleased to have 

someone with whom he could watch Star 

Trek and West Wing. Julian and I shared the 

housework and he did all the cooking, which 

suited me perfectly as I was pretty useless. 

When we decided to have children, we 

faced another hurdle. ‘Will you raise your 

child as a Muslim?’ enquired a colleague, 

dubiously eyeing my bump. Until then, I’d 

never anticipated that the decision I’d taken 

as a teenager might need to be carried 

through to the next generation. ‘You won’t 

name our grandchild Saddam, will you?’ 

asked my mother, bracing herself. 

My own concerns had little to do with 

religion. As a new mother, like countless 

others, I worried somewhat irrationally 

whether I would be able to feed my child 

adequately, or whether he or she would be 

exposed to drugs at school.

But I had my faith and I held on to it. 

Islam means ‘peace’ and I believed I had 

found it. The Qu’ran teaches that ‘after 

hardship, comes ease’. Everything in this 

world is seen as a test. I prayed for strength 

during my pregnancy and prayed even 

harder during labour. We had a girl. We 

wanted her to have an Arabic name that 

would both be easy for my parents to 

pronounce and symbolise a bridge between 

communities. We named her Safiyya, after 

a Jewish wife of the prophet Muhammad, 

and gave her an English middle name, 

Imogen. Immediately after her birth, my 

mother was by my side, ready to help. This  

baby had the same needs as any other, and 

I was just another exhausted new mum.

Safiyya, now 10, was joined by Asim (6) 

and Amaani (5). As babies, the three fasted 
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When taking groups of 

school children around 

her local mosque, Lucy 

says the most common 

questions invariably are 

of the highly practical 

variety, like ‘Why isn’t 

that light bulb working?’

(if you can call it that) during Ramadan 

between numerous breast-feeds. As 

toddlers, when it was time for my long-

awaited sunset meal, they’d climb onto 

my lap and help themselves. Now Safiyya 

chooses to fast on weekends during 

Ramadan and I’m amazed at her voluntary 

self-discipline. (If only she could abstain 

from shouting at her little brother as easily 

as she seems to relinquish food!) Asim and 

Amaani manage to fast from breakfast to 

lunch, and wind me up later by calling me 

to the bathroom to help them just as the 

sun sets and I’m preparing to eat. 

Muslims believe God commanded them 

to remember Him directly at least five 

times a day through prayer. Even if the 

prayers last only a few minutes each, they 

ensure the connection to a deeper sense of 

purpose is not lost. A child like any other, 

Safiyya finds prayers pretty boring but still 

manages a few each day. What she really 

loves is the feeling of togetherness and the 

cuddles we share afterwards.

The London bombings in 2005 made life 

in the UK more complicated. The British 

became noticeably less keen to accept 

our small differences. Muslims repeatedly 

featured in the news, often linked to 

terrorism. When we moved to South Africa 

for work reasons in 2006 the difference 

in atmosphere was palpable. In our first 

week here, a woman with a headscarf was 

featured on the front page of a newspaper. 

I feared another negative article but found 

her quoted as an expert on HIV/Aids. 

My domestic worker, a Sotho woman, put 

it plainly: ‘Muslims aren’t bad, some people 

are’. Here, where retailers, newspapers 

and radio stations wish customers Happy 

Ramadan, I feel welcome, despite being 

thousands of kilometres from my family.

Julian and I make sure that, whenever 

possible, we join them in the UK for 

Christmas. The children are delighted to 

have an extra celebration, not least because 

Granny and Grandpa shower them with 

gifts. While Father Christmas visits my 

sister’s children, he doesn’t come past our 

house. However, all three happily accept 

that they’ll get presents from Mummy and 

Daddy at Eid. The children also accept their 

differences and embrace their similarities. 

They are aware that their Christian Granny 

can eat pork while their Muslim Nonna 

can’t. Once, when Amaani made a pizza 

topped with ham at pre-school, Asim said, 

‘Quick, let’s post it to Granny!’ 

Despite their initial inability to process 

my decision, my parents have always been 

supportive. Yet I felt there was a significant 

part of my life and my children’s lives that 

they couldn’t fully participate in. One day 

I sat down to write them a letter to say 

how much they’ve meant to me and ended 

up writing a book. It wasn’t only for my 

parents. As I wrote, I also had in mind the 

colleagues, the mothers at the school gate 

who asked me if my children had to lead 

a ‘double life’, the woman in the shoe shop 

who found it easier to call my son Fred 

and the school children who think that all 

Muslims have to be brown. Revisiting the 

past has helped me to be more accepting 

of these reactions. 

As my mother’s understanding of Islam 

has grown, she too has become more 

accepting. Apparently she doesn’t notice 

my scarf any more. Last month, my father 

said he believed we’re ultimately heading 

in the same direction, albeit on parallel 

paths. I like to think our paths are not 

strictly parallel and that they meet at many 

points along the way. Regardless, I now 

feel at peace with my family. And, more 

importantly, I have peace in my heart. 

As far as the paths my children will 

choose, who knows? They could just as 

easily turn my world upside down. I only 

hope that it won’t take me too long to 

accept their choices – whatever those may 

be and wherever they may take them.  

living in peace I life lessons

about the author
Lucy was born and brought 

up in suburban Surrey, 

England and studied 

Economics. She worked as 

a financial analyst in areas 

ranging from toothpaste to 

erectile dysfunction, none of 

which she’s found remotely 

helpful with raising three 

children. Lucy now works 

for Islamic Relief, helping 

to establish a multifaceted 

community centre for 

orphans and their carers. 

She says, ‘I attend lots of 

meetings conducted in Zulu 

and think that I finally have 

the handshake sussed.’ 

Her book, Welcome to Islam 

– A Convert’s Tale (R224, 

Continuum), was released 

last year. Of writing it, she 

says, ‘Visiting the past has 

unexpectedly, and belatedly, 

helped me understand my 

parents’ reactions to the 

many aspects of my life.’
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