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‘This could be Osama bin Laden’s worst nightmare’

– United Press International

‘She not only has a funky hairdo, but her book, The Trouble with Islam Today, has caused much debate’

– Jakarta Post

‘This fraudulent book has now become a guide to Islam...’

– Arab News (Saudi Arabia)

‘I was deeply surprised by what she had to say. And deeply grateful’

– Hesham Hassaballa, muslimwakeup.com

‘The democratic movements that have now emerged have shown just how many young Muslims want to give voice to their aspirations and achieve their full potential. If you want to get a taste of what they sound like, read Irshad Manji’s courageous book, The Trouble with Islam Today’

– Thomas Friedman, New York Times

‘Feisty and fearless’ – The Economist

‘Bigger, much bigger, than girl meets God’ –

O, The Oprah Magazine

‘One of the most hard-hitting analyses of Islam to appear since the 11 September attacks’

– Philadelphia Inquirer

‘Irshad Manji breaks every taboo in the book, while also challenging our prejudices about Islam. What’s more, she does so as a Muslim, and not as a Westernized woman preaching from the pulpit of a feminist ivory tower’

– Quantara.de (German Internet portal promoting dialogue with the Islamic world)

‘An impassioned and committed advocate...She dares to shine light on areas where Islam has gone wrong’

– Folha de Sao Paolo (Brazil)

‘Despite what Irshad’s Manji’s enemies say, her only crime is a questioning nature’

– Sydney Morning Herald

‘All is not lost if people of Irshad Manji’s capacity can carry a fresh and convincing message to the coming generation. I cannot urge her more strongly to maintain her frank, open and intelligent approach. This cause is, I believe, the most important new movement in several decades’

– Jane Mansbridge, Adams Professor of Political Leadership and Democratic Values, Harvard University

‘Some of the greatest world-historical changes have been sparked by one person with a love of humanity, a big idea and a commitment to see it take hold. That describes Irshad Manji’

– Charles Hill, Distinguished Fellow, International Security Studies, Yale University

‘Ms Manji is a blazingly articulate young Canadian Muslim...Wry, blunt and irreverent, but never bitter’

– Globe and Mail (Canada)

‘Beyond controversial...Her easy conversational style, addressed to “my fellow Muslims”, makes it accessible to a wide range of readers’

– Toronto Star

‘Direct, tightly reasoned, and packed with knockout punches’

– Montreal Gazette
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To my grandmother, Laila Nasser, who asks great questions when given the chance, and to the many individual Muslims who have already taken chances
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Foreword

Dr Khaleel Mohammed

Imam and Professor, San Diego State University

LET US FACE A SIMPLE FACT: I SHOULD HATE IRSHAD Manji. If Muslims listen to her, they will stop listening to people like me, an imam who spent years at a traditional Islamic university.

She threatens my male authority and says things about Islam that I wish were not true. She has a big mouth and fact upon fact to corroborate her analysis. She doesn’t fear death, except the kind that comes from shutting down one’s brain. She is a lesbian, and my madressa training has instilled, almost into my DNA, that Allah hates gays and lesbians. I really should hate this woman.

But then I look into my heart and engage my mind, and I come to a discomfiting conclusion: Irshad is telling the truth. And my God commands me to uphold the truth – which means that I have to side with her.

However, that is not why I write this foreword. I do so because I need to atone for acting like a hypocrite.

I am often commended for my bravery in opposing extremist Islam and terrorism. I can’t downplay the accolades because it does demand a certain amount of courage to do what I do. It should therefore not have required a colossal sacrifice of testosterone to defend Irshad when she needed it.

Recently, I had that opportunity, and I failed to take it. I’d just come home from a conference, where I’d stirred a flap by urging Muslims to move beyond anti-Semitism. Some Muslims decided to do the right thing: they met with me to determine exactly what I’d said. In the course of the discussion, someone brought up Irshad’s name. The group derided her as a little lesbian troublemaker. And there I sat like a gutted chicken, mute and unmoving, not wanting to take on yet another issue. I, the man, the ‘upholder and protector’ of women, deemed to be so by divine mandate in a seventh-century document that the madressa teachers told me is for all time, I could not utter a word.

That is when I realised that all this nonsense had to stop. Am I a Muslim or am I not? Do I care for truth or do I not? This is why I now declare, not just for those Muslims who met with me but for all Muslims, everywhere: I support Irshad Manji. She wants us to do what our Holy Book wants us to do: end the tribal posturing, open our eyes and stand up to oppression, even if it’s rationalised by our vaunted imams, shaykhs, mullahs, professors and whatever other titles the packagers of Islam give themselves.

Rarely, if ever, has a Muslim stated publicly what so many of us know but dare not confirm. Irshad pulls no punches as she exposes Jew-bashing, as well as the urge to lay the responsibility for all of Islam’s ills on Western colonisation, while neglecting Islam’s own history of imperialism and continued human rights abuses in the name of Allah. Throughout her book, Irshad remains obedient to the Divine Imperative: ‘O you who believe! Be upholders of justice, witnesses for God, even if it be against yourselves, or your parents and kin...’ (Quran, 4:135)

While obeying Allah, Irshad beats the mullahs at their own game. One of the most onerous prerequisites of ijtihad, Islam’s tradition of independent reasoning, is that one be familiar with all the latest thinkers in Islam. On this score, Irshad is way ahead of many clerics. In fact, her book can serve as a primer on the views of modern Muslim intellectuals. Where else can one find such an astute analysis of Sa’d el-Din Ibrahim, Mahmoud Taha, Khaled Abou El-Fadl, Nasr Abu Zayd and several others?

To be sure, Irshad has opened herself up to criticism by choosing a defiantly democratic form of expression – the book as an open letter. This approach dents the egos of the elite, because she refuses to write strictly for us and our clubby constituents. Irshad’s work does not fall into the typology of academic theories couched in almost incomprehensible ivory-tower jargon. Nor does it represent the usual romantic ode to Islam that holds meaning only to a follower. Instead, Irshad’s honesty, style and clarity catapult the book into a class by itself.

You, the reader, may not agree with all of Irshad’s conclusions. I certainly don’t. But this is precisely her goal. To expect any different would be to defeat the very freedom of thought that she seeks to reintroduce in Islam.

Dr Khaleel Mohammed teaches religion at San Diego State University and is a core faculty member of the university’s Center for Islamic and Arabic Studies. He is also an imam who studied at Muhammad bin Saud University in Riyadh (Sunni) and the Zeinabiyya in Damascus (Shia). Dr Mohammed’s responsa can be found at www.forpeoplewhothink.org.


‘Believers: conduct yourselves with justice and bear true witness, even if it be against yourselves, your parents or your kin.’ (Quran 4:135)

My Fellow Muslims,

I HAVE TO BE HONEST WITH YOU. ISLAM IS ON VERY THIN ICE with me. I’m hanging on by my fingernails, in anxiety over what’s coming next from the self-appointed ambassadors of Allah.

When I consider all the fatwas being hurled by the brain trust of our faith, I feel utter embarrassment. Don’t you? I hear from a Saudi friend that his country’s religious police arrest women for wearing red on Valentine’s Day, and I think: since when does a merciful God outlaw joy – or fun?* I read about victims of rape being stoned for ‘adultery’, and I wonder how a critical mass of us can stay stone silent.

When non-Muslims beg us to speak up, I hear you gripe that we shouldn’t have to explain the behaviour of other Muslims. Yet when we’re misunderstood, we fail to see it’s precisely because we haven’t given people a reason to think differently about us. On top of that, when I speak publicly about our failings, the very Muslims who detect stereotyping at every turn then stereotype me as a sellout. A sellout to what? To moral clarity? To common decency? To civilisation?

Yes, I’m blunt. You’re just going to have to get used to it. In this letter, I’m asking questions from which we can no longer hide. Why are we all being held hostage by what’s happening between the Palestinians and the Israelis? What’s with the stubborn streak of anti-Semitism in Islam? Who is the real coloniser of Muslims – America or Arabia? Why are we squandering the talents of women, fully half of God’s creation? How can we be so sure that homosexuals deserve ostracism – or death – when the Quran states that everything God made is ‘excellent’? Of course, the Quran states more than that, but what’s our excuse for reading the Quran literally when it’s so contradictory and ambiguous?

Is that a heart attack you’re having? Make it fast. Because if we don’t speak out against the imperialists within Islam, these guys will walk away with the show. And their path leads to a dead end of more vitriol, more violence, more poverty, more exclusion. Is this the justice we seek for the world that God has leased to us? If it’s not, then why don’t more of us say so publicly?

What I do hear from you is that Muslims are the targets of backlash. In France, Muslims have actually taken an author to court for calling Islam ‘the most stupid religion’. Apparently, he’s inciting hate. So we assert our rights – something most of us wouldn’t have in Islamic countries. But is the French guy wrong to write that Islam needs to grow up? What about the Quran’s incitement of hate against Jews? Shouldn’t Muslims who invoke the Quran to justify anti-Semitism be themselves open to a lawsuit? Or would this amount to more ‘backlash’? What makes us righteous and everybody else racist?

Through our screaming self-pity and our conspicuous silences, we Muslims are conspiring against ourselves. We’re in crisis, and we’re dragging the rest of the world with us. If ever there was a moment for an Islamic reformation, it’s now. For the love of God, what are we doing about it?

You may wonder who I am to talk to you this way. I am a Muslim Refusenik. That doesn’t mean I refuse to be a Muslim; it simply means I refuse to join an army of automatons in the name of Allah. I take this phrase from the original refuseniks – Soviet Jews who championed religious and personal freedom. Their Communist masters refused to let them emigrate to Israel. For their attempts to leave the Soviet Union, many refuseniks paid with hard labour and, sometimes, with their lives. Over time, though, their persistent refusal to comply with the mechanisms of mind-control and soullessness helped end the worst elements of a totalitarian system.

Likewise, I tip my hat to the newer refuseniks – Israeli soldiers who protest the military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. In the same spirit of conscientious dissent, we’ve got to protest the ideological occupation of Muslim minds. The trouble with Islam today is that literalism is going mainstream, worldwide.

You’ll want to assure me that what I’m describing isn’t ‘true’ Islam. I hope you’re right. That’s why I’m writing this open letter – because I believe that we Muslims are capable of being more thoughtful and humane than most of our clerics give us credit for. But for the sake of an honest discussion, I have to challenge you to come clean about the Islam that you reflexively defend. Is this Islam in its real form or Islam as an ideal? Let’s face it: everything is wonderful as an ideal. Communism is egalitarian as an ideal. Capitalism is fair as an ideal. The United States constitution guarantees liberty and justice for all, as an ideal. Muslims know that the reality is very different. As people of conscience, we have to address Islam’s realities, too.

I think Prophet Muhammad would have embraced this distinction between the real and the ideal. When he was asked to define religion, he reportedly replied that religion is the way we conduct ourselves toward others. A fine definition – simple without being simplistic. And yet, by that definition, how we Muslims behave, not in theory but in actuality, is Islam. Which means our complacency is Islam. It also means the power is ours to restore Islam’s better angels, those who care about the human rights of women and religious minorities. To do that, though, we have to snap out of our denial. By insisting that there’s nothing the matter with Islam today, we’re sweeping the reality of our religion under the rug of Islam as an ideal, thereby absolving ourselves of responsibility for our fellow human beings, including our fellow Muslims. See why I’m struggling?

By writing this open letter, I’m not implying that other religions are problem-free. Hardly. The difference is, libraries abound in books about the trouble with Christianity. There’s no shortage of books about the trouble with Judaism. We Muslims have a lot of catching up to do in the dissent department.

Whose permission are we waiting for?


1.

How I Became a Muslim Refusenik

LIKE MILLIONS OF MUSLIMS OVER THE LAST 40 YEARS, MY family immigrated to the West. We arrived in Richmond, a middle-class suburb of Vancouver, British Columbia, in 1972. I was four years old. Between 1971 and 1973, thousands of South Asian Muslims fled Uganda after the military dictator, General Idi Amin Dada, proclaimed Africa to be for the blacks. He gave those of us with brown skin mere weeks to leave or we would die. Muslims had spent lifetimes in East Africa thanks to the British, who brought us from South Asia to help lay the railways in their African colonies. Within a few generations, many Muslims rose to the rank of well-off merchants. My father and his brothers ran a Mercedes-Benz dealership near Kampala, benefiting from the class mobility that the British bequeathed to us but that we, in turn, rarely granted to the native blacks whom we employed.

In the main, the Muslims of East Africa treated blacks like slaves. I remember my father beating Tomasi, our domestic, hard enough to raise shiny bruises on his pitch-dark limbs. Although I, my two sisters and my mother loved Tomasi, we too would be pummelled if Dad caught us tending to his injuries. I knew this to be happening in many more Muslim households than mine, and the bondage continued well after my family left. That’s why, as a teenager, I turned down the opportunity to visit relatives in East Africa. ‘If I go with you,’ I warned my mother, ‘you know I’ll have to ask your fat aunties and uncles why they practically enslave their servants.’ Mum meant the trip to be a goodbye to ageing relations, not a human rights campaign. In order to avoid embarrassing her, I stayed home.

While Mum was away, I thought more about what it means to be ‘home’. I decided that home is where my dignity lives, not necessarily where my ancestors originate. That’s when it dawned on me why the post-colonial fever of pan-Africanism – ‘Africa for the blacks!’ – swept the continent on which I was born. Many Muslims made dignity difficult for people darker than us. We callously exploited native Africans. And please don’t tell me that we learned colonial ruthlessness from the British because that begs the question: why didn’t we also learn to make room for entrepreneurial blacks as the Brits had made room for us?

I don’t apologise for being offended by the notion of having a Tomasi. Most of you, I’m sure, oppose servitude, too. But it wasn’t Islam that fostered my belief in the dignity of every individual. It was the democratic environment to which my family and I migrated: Richmond, where even a little Muslim girl can be engaged – and I don’t mean for marriage. Let me explain.

A couple of years after the family settled down, my dad discovered free baby-sitting services at Rose of Sharon Baptist Church. (Say ‘free’ to an immigrant and religious affiliations take a backseat to the bargain at hand.) Every week, when Mum left the house to sell Avon products door to door, my less-than-child-friendly father dumped the kids at church. There, the South Asian lady who supervised Bible study showed me and my older sister the same patience she displayed with her own son. She made me believe my questions were worth asking. Obviously, the questions I posed as a seven-year-old could only be simple ones. Where did Jesus come from? When did he live? What was his job? Who did he marry? These queries didn’t put anyone on the spot, but my point is that the act of asking – and asking some more – always met with an inviting smile.

Maybe that’s what motivated me, at age eight, to win the Most Promising Christian of the Year award. My prize: a brightly illustrated edition of 101 Bible Stories. I look back now and thank God I wound up in a world where the Quran didn’t have to be my first and only book, as if it’s the lone richness that life offers to believers. Besides, 101 Bible Stories riveted me with its pictures. What would 101 Quran Stories look like? At the time, I hadn’t seen such a thing. Today, there’s no dearth of children’s books about Islam, including A is for Allah by Yusuf Islam (formerly Cat Stevens). Free societies allow for the reinvention of self and the evolution of faiths.

Shortly after I earned the title of Most Promising Christian, Dad plucked me out of the church. A madressa, or Islamic religious school, would soon be constructed. This little geek couldn’t wait. If my Sunday school experience was any barometer, the madressa would be fun, or so I innocently assumed.

Meanwhile, my new world was growing up with me. A sprawling mall that would be pivotal in my education as a Muslim, Lansdowne Centre, opened. The names of Richmond’s founding Scots, emblazoned on outdoor signs – Brighouse, McNair, Burnett, Steveston – soon jostled for attention with words in Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean and Japanese. These languages blanketed the interior of Aberdeen Centre, built several years later and billed as ‘the largest enclosed Asian-themed shopping plaza in North America’.

Well before then, it hit home for me that a place like Richmond can accommodate just about anybody who expresses initiative. In the tenth grade, I ran for student body president at J.N. Burnett Junior Secondary School. The year before, I’d lost my bid to become homeroom representative, the deciding vote being cast by a grungy twerp who didn’t want a ‘Paki’ in charge of his classroom. Only a year later, a majority of students in the whole school made this Paki their duly elected leader. In Richmond, racism didn’t have to fence my ambitions any more than race itself had to define me.

A few months after I became student body president, the vice-principal of my school was strolling past my locker and stopped dead when he glimpsed the poster of Iranian revolutionaries I had taped inside. Sent to me by an uncle in France, the poster depicted women in black chadors smashing the wings of an airplane. The left wing had the Soviet hammer and sickle painted on it and the right wing sported the US stars and stripes.

‘This isn’t appropriate,’ he cautioned me. ‘Take it down.’

I pointed to the next locker over, whose door had an American flag hanging from it. ‘If she can express her opinion openly,’ I asked, ‘why can’t I?’

‘Because you’re trivialising our democratic values. And as president of all students, you should know better.’

I confess to not realising that the Ayatollah Khomeini’s regime oozed totalitarianism. I hadn’t done my homework. Seduced partly by propaganda and partly by the pride of living in a free society, I wanted to advocate diversity of opinion so that the Star-Spangled Banner wouldn’t strangle other perspectives. So I argued. ‘I’m trivialising democracy? How is it that you’re supporting democracy by telling me that I can’t express myself, but,’ pointing to the flag-draped locker, ‘somebody else can?’

We stared at each other. ‘You’re setting a bad example,’ the vice-principal said. He stiffened his back and walked away.

You’ve got to credit him for letting diversity of opinion survive at Burnett junior high. It’s all the more admirable given his own embrace of evangelical Christianity. He didn’t veil his personal beliefs, but neither did he foist them on the students – not when the student council president appeared to be a booster of Khomeini’s theocracy, and not even when the students lobbied for school shorts that revealed more leg than our vice-principal thought reasonable. After a heated debate with us and a few strategic delays, he okayed the shorts, bristling but still respecting popular will. How many Muslim evangelicals do you know who tolerate the expression of viewpoints that distress their souls? Of course, my vice-principal had to bite his tongue in the public school system, but such a system can only emerge from a consensus that people of different faiths, backgrounds, aspirations and stations ought to tussle together. How many Muslim countries tolerate such a tussle?

Lord, I loved this society. I loved that it seemed perpetually unfinished, the final answers not yet known – if ever they would be. I loved that, in a world under constant renovation, the contributions of individuals mattered.

But at home, my father’s ready fist ensured his family’s obedience to an arbitrary domestic drill. Don’t laugh at dinner. When I steal your savings, shut up. When I kick your ass, remember, it’ll be harder next time. When I pound your mother, don’t call the police. If they show up, I’ll charm them into leaving, and you know they will. The moment they’re gone, I’ll slice off your ear. If you threaten to alert social services, I’ll amputate your other ear.

The one time my father chased me through the house with a knife, I managed to fly out of my bedroom window and spend the night on the roof. My mum had no idea of my situation because she was working the graveyard shift at an airline company. Just as well; I’m not sure I would have crawled down for any promise of safety she might have offered. For the same reason that I liked my school and Rose of Sharon Baptist Church and, years later, Aberdeen Centre, I liked the roof. From each of these perches, I could survey a world of open-ended possibility. In the East African Muslim community from which I came, would I have been allowed to dream of a formal education? Of landing scholarships? Of participating in political races, never mind holding office? To judge by the grainy black-and-white photos that showed me, at age three, playing a bride with her head covered, hands folded, eyes downcast and legs dangling from the sofa, I can only guess that unyielding hierarchy would have been my lot if we’d stayed in the confines of Muslim Uganda. How’s that for a firm grasp of the obvious?

The bigger question is, why did the Richmond madressa, set up by immigrants to this land of rights and freedoms, choose autocracy? From age nine to age fourteen, I spent every Saturday there. Classes took place on the upper floor of the newly built mosque, which resembled a mammoth suburban house more than it did Middle Eastern architecture. Inside, however, you got stern Islam through and through. Men and women entered the mosque by different doors and planted themselves on the correct sides of an immovable wall that cut the building in half, quarantining the sexes during worship. Set in this wall was a door that connected the men’s and women’s sides. This came in handy after services, when men would demand more food from the communal kitchen by thrusting their bowls through the door, banging on the wall and waiting mere seconds for a woman’s arm to thrust back the replenished bowls. In the mosque, men never had to see women, and women never had to be seen. If that isn’t the definition of assigning us small lives, then I’m missing something big.

One flight up was the madressa, with its depressing decor of burnt-brown rugs, fluorescent lights and portable partitions that separated the girls from the boys. Wherever classes congregated within the wide expanse of that room, a partition would tag along. Worse was the partition between brain and soul. In my Saturday classes I learned that if you’re spiritual, you don’t think. If you think, you’re not spiritual. This facile equation rubbed up against the exhilarating curiosity in me that Richmond indulged. Call it my personal clash of civilisations.

The solution wasn’t simply to accept that there’s a secular world and a non-secular one, and that each has its ways of being. By that logic, the decidedly non-secular Rose of Sharon Baptist Church should have quashed my questions. Instead, my curiosity brought me praise. At Burnett junior high, a secular school, my questions bugged the bejeezus out of my vice-principal, but nobody shut me down. In both places, the dignity of the individual prevailed. Not so at my madressa. I entered its premises wearing a white polyester chador and departed several hours later with my hair flattened and my spirit deflated, as if the condom over my head had properly inoculated me from ‘unsafe’ intellectual activity.

Before airing more laundry, let me ensure some fairness for my madressa teacher, whom we’ll call Mr Khaki. He was as sincere a Muslim as they come. This bony brother with a finely trimmed beard (signifying cleanliness) and a Honda Mini Compact (indicating modesty) volunteered his services each weekend (proving charity) to give the children of Muslim immigrants the religious education that they might otherwise forfeit to the promiscuity of values in a multicultural country. No easy task, since the madressa attracted students from across the age spectrum: self-conscious prepubescents struggling with acne, giggly types who took cover in the bathroom, adolescents sprouting moustaches – and that’s just the girls. I’m kidding...sort of.

Most of us saw the madressa not so much as a place of learning, but as a pond from which to fish out our future mates. Because mouthy chicks don’t get husbands, my girlfriends rarely argued with Mr Khaki. So what was my problem? Didn’t I want to be somebody’s wife someday? Don’t get me started. My problem was this: enamoured of that multilayered world beyond the madressa, I insisted on being educated rather than indoctrinated.

The trouble began with Know Your Islam, the primer that I packed in my madressa bag every week. After reading it, I needed to know more about ‘my’ Islam. Why must girls observe the essentials, such as praying five times a day, at an earlier age than boys? Because, Mr Khaki told me, girls mature sooner. They reach the ‘obligatory age’ of practice at nine, compared to thirteen for boys.

‘Then why not reward girls for our maturity by letting us lead prayer?’ I asked.

‘Girls can’t lead prayer.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Girls aren’t permitted.’

‘Why not?’

‘Allah says so.’

‘What’s His reason?’

‘Read the Quran.’

I tried, though it felt artificial since I didn’t know Arabic. Do I see you nodding your head? Most Muslims have no clue what we’re saying when we’re reciting the Quran in Arabic. It’s not that we’re obtuse. Rather, Arabic is one of the world’s most rhythmic languages, and weekly lessons at the madressa simply don’t let us grasp its intricacies. Haram, for instance, can refer to something forbidden or something sacred, depending on which ‘a’ you stress. To the inherent challenges of this language, add the realities of life. In my case, a violent father who practised religion mostly for show and a mother who did her best to be devout while striving to sustain a household on shift work. You can appreciate why Arabic study failed to rate as a family priority. Frankly, Mr Khaki’s stock reply to my questions – ‘Read the Quran’ – fell about as flat as my chador-chastened hair.

Over time, this read-the-Quran response generated more questions: why should I perpetuate the fib of reciting Arabic if it makes no practical sense and strikes no emotional chord? Why must we suspect that every English translation of the Quran ‘corrupts’ the original text? I mean, if the Quran is as straightforward as the purists tell us, then aren’t its teachings easily translated into a thousand tongues? Finally, why should stigma stalk those of us who haven’t been weaned on Arabic when the fact is that no more than 20 per cent of Muslims worldwide are Arab? Translation: at least 80 per cent of us aren’t Arab. ‘Know Your Islam,’ they say blithely. Whose Islam? Is this a faith or a cult?

All right, time-out.

Let’s pick up my original question to Mr Khaki: why can’t girls lead prayer? Figuring that the Quran’s answer would be repeated in some other book I might have a prayer of understanding, I attempted to access the madressa’s library. What a production to arrange that trip. The library was a series of racks situated at the top of the stairs on the men’s side of the mosque – off-limits to ladies without advance approval. Being 11 years old and of ‘obligatory age’, I couldn’t consort with adult males. So I had to persuade a boy under the obligatory age – 12 or younger – to run upstairs on my behalf and secure permission for me any time I wanted to browse. Assuming I got the green light, all the men had to clear the area before I could ascend the stairs and pick through the collection of cheap brochures in the racks. Of course, my time was severely restricted, since the men were waiting to return to their space. I managed to borrow a few pamphlets each time, but their contents were so hard to follow, I don’t know where their authors went to school. Two years of getting the runaround inside the mosque proved fruitless. At 13, I realised that I’d have to circumvent Mr Khaki and the madressa in order to have my question addressed.

I became a mall-rat. My mission? To track down an English-language Quran. Lansdowne Centre delivered, may God bless my town’s bazaar of beliefs. Freedom of information might have frightened Mr Khaki, but it was exactly this freedom that allowed one of his students to find more meaning in her religion – a meaning the madressa wouldn’t supply.

What did I learn about
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