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Preface
The effort required to seek out the spiritual path to truth is often as extensive 
as it is arduous, as inwardly profound as it is outwardly challenging. The 
contradictory elements of the ongoing journey, coupled with the pain of initial 
emotional encounters with those closest and most loved, recur with a frequency 
that is overwhelmingly difficult to convey to the voyeurs of this phenomena. Yet 
the seekers of truth persist, and still the wonder grows, for academics and media 
pundits, the liberated and the uncensored, the spiritually inept and the morally 
unconscious, as they marvel at the fact that so many have found a spiritual 
home in Islam and will, by all accounts, continue to do so. 

Studies make it abundantly clear that the uniqueness of the convert’s journey, 
particularly in the earliest transitional phases of change, requires informed and 
structured support. Ideally such support ought to be provided by those who 
have previously journeyed these lonely yet well-travelled roads. These seasoned 
spiritual travellers have generally amassed the personal and experiential 
knowledge required to allow them identify with and appreciate the secret 
intimacies and outward expressions of this intensely personal journey. 

Developing a relationship with God is very often preceded by or synonymous 
with a yearning for that essential knowledge of one’s own essence which, when 
realised, brings the most fervent joy and inner comfort to the seeker. This process 
can at times be difficult, with the seeker often unable to find a facilitator, a good 
teacher or the appropriate literature, through which important guidance can be 
attained. The value of such guidance is immeasurable since it is very often the 
depth of this relationship with God and the spiritual nourishment it offers, that 
carries the convert Muslim through the rigors of early transition and the daily 
challenges faced in the ‘continuing conversion’ process.

The spiritual traveller, though familiar with the geographical terrain and social 
tapestry of their own immediate surroundings, is often ill at ease with, and even 
alienated from the very society out of which they have emerged. The degree 
of this alienation can extend to a point where the idea that one is obliged to 
contribute to the communal needs of society no longer holds importance. This 
can be attributed to a skewed sense of community and its central role and 
significance, which is referenced in much of the discussion in the second part 
of this paper. From this discussion we are certain you will come to realise the 
broader functions of the term ‘community’ and our responsibilities within it. 
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It is the heavenly search for and realisation of the Divine that propels the humble 
believer to take on the mantle, in a fully human but divinely inspired manner, 
of what it means to emulate the character and personality of the Prophet 
Muhammad. Believers do this, both individually and collectively, by striving 
towards being the best of people and by toiling together towards establishing  
the greater good for all humanity.

The New Muslims Project would like to extend our very sincere thanks to Fuad 
Nahdi, Executive Director of Radical Middle Way who, having heard of this 
initiative, gave it his full support. We extend our thanks also to Dr Adash, the 
Director of the Muslim College, for his confidence and trust in our desire to 
initiate this round table discussion as a prelude to future exercises of a similar 
nature. Our thanks go to Dr Faissal Hameed, who offered sincere advice and 
guidance throughout the process and bringing the concept to fruition and to 
Ruqaiyah Hibell for her skills and dedication in committing the day’s discussion 
so succinctly to the pages of this report. May Allah bless everyone, including the 
wonderful participants who gave so generously of their time and their thoughts 
to the exercise.

Batool Al-Toma
NMP-UK Director
February 2015
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Executive Summary
 Conversion to Islam is an inadequate and contentious term; however, due 

to lack of alternative terms it is used throughout the report to indicate that 
a person has embraced Islam.

 Spirituality is a concept that is open to diverse interpretations. What was 
agreed on is the importance of its presence in religious faith as a means of 
drawing closer to God. Spirituality was understood as intrinsic to religious 
faith and not separate from it. Nurturing a soft compassionate heart was 
considered important, as was mixing with sincere and devout groups of 
Muslims, engaging in dhikr and reciting the Qur’an. 

 It was considered vitally important to be able to share the message of Islam 
with other people in society. Promoting spirituality provides a means to 
overcome prescriptive, absolutist interpretations of Islam and offers alternative 
outlets to people. This may help to prevent the disillusionment that arises from 
restrictive ways of understanding Islam and stem lapses in faith. 

 Voluntary work was considered an excellent means of serving God, 
deepening a relationship with God through service to humanity, while 
fostering a sense of belonging to a community of believers and wider 
society and provides a means of strengthening tawhid.

 Community was integral to spirituality. Fostering close knit communities 
strengthened faith and gave meaning to the lives of the God conscious. 
Advice and support was required regarding establishing inclusive 
communities. Leadership needs to be fostered in order to encourage 
individuals to take on strong supportive roles.

 Consideration and support needs to be established and provided to the wider 
community of converts including those from disadvantaged backgrounds 
including prisoners and those with special needs, particularly mental health 
issues.

 Differing interpretations of Islam caused disquiet, division and confusion 
amongst converts.

 Turbulence, uncertainty and unsettlement are part of the experience of 
becoming Muslim in a non-Muslim society and learning to effectively 
process and accept disquiet is part of the convert experience. 

 A focus on the arts can be a means of strengthening communities and 
inter-faith dialogue. 
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1 Organisers and Invited Speakers

1.1  The Muslim College
 The Muslim College based in London, offers a progressive approach to the 

study of  religion which has been developed through a successful programme of 
higher education in Islamic Studies using both Western and traditional methods 
of learning. Courses of study include Bachelors and Masters Degrees in Islamic 
studies, doctorates, Imamship courses and international training progammes. 
The college also provides short courses, conferences and seminars. Graduates 
have gone on to assume positions of influence and leadership and have 
positively engaged with and provided services for various communities across 
the globe.

1.2  The New Muslims Project
 Established in 1993, the New Muslims Project based at The Islamic Foundation 

in Markfield, Leicestershire, has a successful track record of delivering a wide 
range of services and support to those who have embraced Islam in the UK. 
This has included an interesting range of educational and social programmes, 
including residential Qur’anic Arabic courses, counselling services and 
advice. Trips to a number of Muslim countries have been arranged along with 
pilgrimages to Hajj and Umrah. The project is currently engaged in a number 
of research projects and has produced several reports on issues discussing the 
challenges arising from conversion to Islam.

1.3  Sheikh Babikir Ahmad Babikir
 Sheikh Babikir has been involved in dawah in the UK since the 1970’s. He 

studied Islamic science in his native Sudan and works to actively support the 
poor and needy through his international relief charity Ulfa Aid. He established 
Rumi’s Cave in North London, which has become a community hub for Islam 
and the arts. 

1.4  Sheikh Luqman Ali
 Sheikh Luqman is co-founder of the Khayaal theatre company which is dedicated 

to the dramatic exploration of literature, history, culture and arts of the Muslim 
world. He is active in community development and has established a small 
community of Muslims in Luton, where he currently resides with his family.
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Introduction
2 The Roundtable Discussion Forum

2.1  A one day round table discussion took place at the Muslim College in 
London on Saturday, 31st May 2014, seeking to explore issues surrounding 
spirituality as they relate to people who have embraced Islam. The initial ideas 
underpinning this exploratory day, stemmed from the publication of a report 
on female conversion to Islam, entitled, ‘Narratives of Conversion to Islam: 
Female Perspectives,’ which was launched in London, in May 2013. This report 
was a joint initiative produced by the Centre of Islamic Studies, University of 
Cambridge, and The New Muslims Project at Markfield in Leicestershire. While 
the report highlighted many issues surrounding the conversion experience, it 
paid less attention to spirituality. This was due mainly to time constraints and 
the decision to focus on other features of conversion.

2.2  Spirituality is by its incorporeal nature often seen as 
an elusive, intangible and nebulous concept, which 
does not lend itself easily to definition and has 
therefore a diversity of expressions and meanings in 
the way it is understood and interpreted. Spirituality 
germinates and develops from within, while an 
outward, tangible manifestation may be visible or 
present. Though regarded as less of a concrete, 
measurable phenomenon the importance of spirituality is immeasurable 
and, as a mainstay of the mind, body, and soul, spirituality is an inherently 
fascinating subject. While it is part of a current vogue to divorce spirituality 
from religion, particularly evident in New Age movements, in Islam spirituality 
and religion is intrinsically entwined. Seeking to understand its myriad facets 
holds a key to comprehending sincere religious faith. As personal spirituality 
is an area that has generally received less consideration within conversion 
literature, a need exists for further, more detailed examination of the subject, 
in order to glean a nuanced understanding of how spirituality impacts on the 
lives and experiences of those following the path of Islam and what spirituality 
means to them on an individual and personal basis.
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2.3 The initial proposals surrounding further exploration of concepts of spirituality 
were discussed with members of The New Muslims Project, Radical Middle Way 
and the Muslim College. It was decided that an appropriate forum to enable the 
subject to be investigated was to convene a series of round table discussions. 
This would add further insights to discussions on spirituality presented by a 
cross section of participants who had previously embraced Islam. The venue 
and hospitality for the first round table discussion was provided by the Muslim 
College while administrative details, including the compilation and production 
of the final report, were managed by The New Muslims Project.

2.4  The discussions were attended predominantly by people who had converted to 
Islam and who resided mainly in the London area, although several participants 
came from Cambridge along with one from the Midlands. This was a relatively 
ethnically diverse group, including a spectrum of age ranges, educational and 
occupational cohorts. In terms of intra-faith diversity the participants were not 
invited to contribute on the basis of their interpretations of Islam, although a 
number of invitations were extended to participants known to adhere to a variety 
of persuasions who unfortunately did not choose to attend the event. A minority 
of the participants were born Muslims, accompanying convert spouses to the 
event, speaking on the topic of spirituality, or engaging through involvement in 
the organisation of the discussions. 

2.5  The format for the day included an introduction to the discussions by Mrs 
Batool Al-Toma, Director of the New Muslims Project and Dr Mohamed Ahdash, 
Acting Principle of the Muslim College, who explained the purpose and aims of 
the project. Following on from this Sheikh Babikir Ahmad Babikir presented his 
ideas on spirituality which was then followed by a general discussion to which all 
the participants were invited to contribute their ideas, experiences and opinions. 
In the afternoon Sheikh Luqman Ali offered his perspectives on spirituality, 

followed by a general discussion on the issues raised along with 
personal perspectives on the subject. Discussion proceedings were 
recorded audibly and by video. Findings were then analysed by Ms 
Ruqaiyah Hibel, Senior Researcher and Educational Coordinator 
to The New Muslims Project and a report written. Strict codes of 
confidentiality were maintained in the compilation of the report; 
with none of the discourse emanating from the discussions 
personally attributed to any of the participants or contributors, 
and none of the participants were identified. 
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3 Terminology

3.1  It is acknowledged that there is not an appropriate term in the English 
language to describe the decision to embrace Islam. ‘Convert’, ‘revert’ 
and ‘new Muslim’, become inadequate expressions that are either 
grudgingly accepted or which serve to aggravate those who have 
become Muslim, in different measure. Such terms also provide false 
distinctions, where none need to exist, between those who were raised 
in the faith and those who have adopted Islam during subsequent 
periods in their lives, and in some senses provide barriers to tawhid. 
Conversion occurs when the Shahadah is recited with sincerity; from 
that point onwards the person embracing Islam is not a convert but 
a Muslim.

3.2  The Cambridge theologian, Dr Abdal Hakim Murad, describes his 
embrace of Islam as a feeling of ‘coming home.’ This appears in line 
with the natural state of fitra, whereby, in the initial period following 
birth or embracing the Islamic faith, the soul is in a state of harmony 
with God, that only personal conduct, environment and circumstance 
can serve to inhibit. However, for the purposes of ease of expression 
and expediency, those whom God has guided to Islam will be known 
as ‘converts’ for the duration of this report. 

3.3  Another less than apt term, ‘heritage Muslim’ will be applied to those 
who were born into the faith. The distinction is only made necessary 
by the need to explain the journeys into Islam of converts to the faith, 
in terms of how their particular set of circumstances and experiences 
may impact on their selves, and their ability to retain their faith, 
affording them particular sets of experiences that by the nature of 
the conversion experience, is theirs alone, and is not experienced in 
directly similar ways, or to the same extent, by heritage Muslims. 
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4 Presentations by Invited Guest Speakers
 
 Sheikh Babikir Ahmed Babikir
 Imam of Islamia School & Rumi’s Cave, London.

4.1  Sheikh Babikir stressed the importance of knowledge in uniting rather than 
dividing people and society. When referring to spirituality he emphasised that 
love must be the ultimate goal; without love the human heart is empty. He 
reiterated the importance of studying the Prophet’s life to find that “loving, 
caring and sharing” is the vital essence of humanity. A true believer is always 
alive to those near to him/her and forever ready to provide assistance.

4.2  The Sheikh emphasised that Allah is close to a believer; ‘closer to you than 
your jugular vein.’ The nafs, baser instincts will always push human beings 
to do things that are least liked by Allah. To overcome such desires a heart 
must always endeavour to remember Allah, to recite his name is praise-
worthy. Love is the light that Allah puts in one’s heart; if one does not have 
love; one does not have an atom of being.

4.3  Sheikh Babikir reminded the participants that the resting place of the two most 
important English translators of the Qur’an, whose translations are consulted 
on a daily basis in the English-speaking world, is here in the UK. Their bodies 
are buried in Brookwood cemetery in Woking and it is to them that Muslims 
in Britain should show gratitude. He spoke warmly of Gai Eaton and Martin 
Lings, who were also two key converts to Islam whose works exercised an 
important influence on his own personal thought and worldview.

4.4  When highlighting the importance of spirituality to the new convert Sheikh 
Babikir emphasised the importance of leaving one’s nafs behind and the 
significance of controlling the tongue in order to refrain from backbiting 
and swearing. Allah is in constant observance of the actions and words of 
the believer. The literal meaning of leading a spiritual life to the Sheikh was 
to, “share one’s possessions and food with the new arrival to Islam”. He 
also promoted the idea that Muslims should seek to “make their house a 
qibla,” to which people come for succour and solace.

4.5  Sheikh Babakir emphasised the importance of cultivating a “British Muslim 
culture.” He highlighted to the audience that when you see something good 
in a culture you should actively embrace it. This he believes is the philosophy 
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of true Islam. In his opinion Islam is a religion of interaction, softness and 
kindness and, rather than the usual anecdote, “Islam means peace,” he 
instead emphasised a more appropriate understanding that “Islam is the 
way or the means towards seeking, establishing and sustaining peace.”

4.6  How to gain access to soft hearts was considered 
crucial. Sheikh Babikir gave the example of his own 
social enterprise Rumi’s Cave in London. He spoke 
of the volunteers who ran the organisation, and also 
discussed a further initiative Rumi’s Kitchen, where 
all are welcome to cook and eat. The important thing 
he emphasised to his volunteer team was not to use 
the word kafir “as a means to label and marginalise 
sections of society.” “Don’t call anybody a ‘kafir,” but see every human 
being as creations of Allah. At Rumi’s Cave people are encouraged to 
think of the premises as an open space where they can build meaningful 
relationships. The Sheikh ended his talk by posing a question to the 
audience: “How can soft-hearted people come together and what would 
the significance of this be in terms of how the world might see Islam and 
Muslims differently?” 

 Sheikh Luqman Ali, Director of Khayaal Theatre Company

4.7  Sheikh Luqman Ali’s presentation focussed on embedding spirituality in the 
community. He opened by reflecting on his own observations that many 
English converts have highly personal and soul-searching journeys to Islam 
and he appreciated the variety of experiences that bring people to the faith.

4.8 Regarding the development of spirituality, Sheikh Luqman emphasised 
that the integration and development of personal spirituality has to be 
undertaken in context; new Muslims need to develop and grow spiritually 
while paying particular regard to their own needs and requirements. Shariah, 
he said, is about “containment” in a positive sense. He posed the question: 
How does one manage diversity in the British Muslim community in a 
positive and productive sense? Living in cosmopolitan cities like London and 
others around the UK one cannot help but reside in thriving communities 
made up of people of different faiths, and, in this context there is the need 
for “full spectrum development”. Community, Sheikh Luqman maintained, 
is the outward expression of the commitment to tawhid.
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4.9 The Sheikh maintained that the Muslim population in Britain needs to 
develop good models for community cohesion throughout the length and 
breadth of the country. These models need to be integral, cellular and 
based on local community initiatives. The diverse and sometimes fractious 
Muslim populations need to coalesce as communities and to positively 
learn from and engage with other minority and faith groups, such as, the 
Irish, Eastern European, Jewish, Sikh and Buddhist communities. By doing 
so we can illustrate in the best manner possible, that love, mercy and 
compassion are at the heart of Islamic spirituality. The Prophet pbuh, has 
exemplified and expounded the Muslims towards community building. The 
Prophetic model of Medinah was about welcoming and providing support 
to new converts to Islam, and it is in this, that the inclusive nature of the 
Medinah society was manifest. The Muslim community in Britain has to 
rise to the challenge of building holistic communities.

4.10 Sheikh Luqman felt that presently those new to Islam had very little access 
to genuine companionship from heritage Muslims. He further stressed the 
importance of religious leaders addressing critical questions which, at their 
core, involve different communities working and learning together: “how 
we raise our children, how we give support to our elderly, how we deal with 
drug abuse among the young,” and “how we deal with domestic abuse in 
our communities.”

4.11 The Sheikh repeatedly reiterated that communities in Britain need to be 
inclusive. This means going back to the drawing board and looking at 
good practise models from Islamic history while also learning from other 
prosperous faith communities in Britain. Inter-generational fraternity needs 
to be encouraged in Muslim families. We need to promote more positively, 
engagement in education, arts and culture. All this leads Sheikh Luqman 
to the conclusive thought that to be spiritual in this place and time you 
need to be a practical, hands-on community member. Fortunately, there 
are people in the Muslim communities that are quietly doing this work at 
the grass-roots level, and they should be highlighted as appropriate role 
models.

4.12 Sheikh Luqman reminded the audience that there is a deficit of ‘community’ 
in the British Muslim population, a fact that is particularly lamentable 
when considering the Islamic concept that, ‘the hand of Allah is with the 
community.’ Muslims need to engage in serious reflection and ask hard 
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questions, such as, “when we speak about community cohesion what do 
we understand by this? And, what are the intentions of Muslims in British 
society today in this regard?”

4.13 Towards the end of his self-reflective and highly relevant lecture Sheikh 
Luqman reiterated the need for ‘community models’. He posed questions 
regarding, how does leadership manifest itself in the Muslim community 
and what resources do we have to draw upon? There is a need to look at 
practical examples, like the community garden initiatives, and ecological 
and environmental concerns, to take some examples amongst many. 
Drawing on his own personal experience of leading the Khayaal Theatre 
Group, Sheikh Luqman spoke of drama workshops in the community and 
story-telling to help foster understanding and a bond between different 
community members.
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The Findings
 “It is not devoutness to turn your faces to the East or to the West. Rather, those with 

true devoutness are those who believe in Allah and the Last Day, the Angels, the Book 

and the Prophets, and who, despite their love for it, give away their wealth to their 

relatives and to orphans and the very poor, and to travellers and beggars and to set 

slaves free, and who establish salat and pay zakat; those who honour their contracts 

when they make them, and are steadfast in poverty and illness and in battle. Those are 

the people who are true. They are the people who are God Conscious.”

Surah Baqarah: Qur’an 2:176 

5.  Drawing closer to God

5.1  In terms of outlining what spirituality can be, one participant offered 
Sheikh Abdal Hakim Murad’s thoughts on this subject, ‘Wherever beauty is 
discerned the spirit is engaging in authentic perception. Beauty in the world 
is a sign of the sacred. Something is stirred within the soul.’ 

5.2  That something is stirred within the soul of every person who comes to 
Islam; this occurs through many different routes, for some these results 
stem from the effects of Islamic art upon the soul. This lead to questions 
as to what are the best ways of supporting this ‘stirred soul,’ where light 
ignites the embers of the fitra.

5.3  It was noted that many converts to Islam seek help and advice regarding 
how best to connect to Allah. If intrinsic to Islam is sharing what you 
have, then imparting knowledge of how to draw closer to God is requisite. 
It is also vital to share this message of love with other people, so they 
too, may enjoy the opportunity of experiencing closeness to God. An 
understanding of spirituality may help to effectively counteract the all too 
frequently, dry, prescriptive and harsh introductions to Islam received by 
many who embrace the faith. Faith often becomes a rigid set of rules and 
rituals, whereby, the linkage of ritual to God and the deeper and more 
meaningful essence of what it means to connect with God are all too 
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frequently missing. This means that many who embrace Islam may falter 
in the development of their faith, leading some to abandon the search 
to connect with God, having not been provided with the tools through 
which to achieve this. The true foundations of faith lie within meaningful 
knowledge rather than a starker form of information, enabling the loving 
heart to connect to God, without which the human spirit is empty. Love 
is the key to developing a spiritual heart, which enters the human body in 
the form of light (nur) of faith.

5.4  Islam provides a blueprint for life by following the illustrious example 
provided for Muslims by the Prophet Muhammad pbuh. While love flows 
into our hearts from God, one way we can demonstrate the mutuality of 
that love for God is to follow the model the Prophet provided, which was a 
dynamic legacy for living a life of servitude to God. Accessing this wisdom 
involves studying the Prophet’s life, praying for blessings upon him, showing 
him honour, respect and obedience and then following his guidance. A 
book written by Martin Lings entitled, ‘Muhammad, His Life Based on the 
Earliest Sources’ was considered exemplary in providing knowledge of the 
life of the Prophet pbuh, and was recommended as an authentic source of 
guidance. A salient example of the effectiveness of pursuing the Prophetic 
model of living was offered by one contributor who acknowledged the 
profound impact that meeting a man who sought to resemble the Prophet 
Muhammad so closely in his manners and etiquette, had upon him, to the 
extent that this experience fundamentally changed his heart. It was noted 
that the ultimate love is selfless, existing for and of itself, occurring without 
ulterior motives or need for intrinsic gain.

 
5.5  A contributor stated that reality can only come from a heart that is alive. 

People are neglectful or unaware of two of the most important features 
of being human. Firstly, the magnitude of the human being in the eyes of 
God, and secondly, being born in the highest place, above the angels. To be 
close to God we need to return to the origin, to realise that what makes us 
close to God is the spirit, the soul, the ruh, not the physical body. The ruh is 
the essence of a person, determining our purpose in life; it is alive with the 
remembrance of God and fully assured by God. It was considered essential 
that in order to grow closer to God it was necessary to abandon the nafs. 
The nafs in its raw state can be considered akin to the unrefined state of 
the ego, representing the animal condition, providing that which is least 
liked by God, exemplified through negative personal characteristics and 
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behaviour, for example, swearing, backbiting etc. It was 
mentioned that there are basically two kinds of people, 
those whose nafs have overcome them and led them to ruin 
because they yielded to them and obeyed their impulses. 
The other kind, are those who have disciplined their nafs 
and tamed them towards obedience. In this sense, the 
nafs can be manifest in a range of different states, ranging 
from turbulence to peace.

5.6  For converts the challenge lies in developing a deep, unwavering trust in 
Allah, allowing the spirit to remain in a state of tranquillity regardless of 
external events surrounding it. Participants mentioned the importance of 
cultivating a soft heart. However, states such as softness of heart can be 
transitory and are not necessarily maintained across time and situations. 
The heart therefore, needs constant nourishment in order to retain a 
strong faith and as a means to keeping the spiritual connection buoyant. 
Softness of heart enables people to deal more effectively with the many 
challenges presented to them in life. One of the ways in which the heart 
can be softened and made more receptive to God is by paying zakat. It was 
mentioned that offering zakat fosters empathy to those whose needs are 
greater than our own; it helps to maintain a humble heart and cultivates 
a deeper and more acute awareness of what our role in life is, in relation 
to the Creator. Prayer, together with study and recitation of the Qur’an, 
strengthens the heart and resolve of the believer, and binds them closely to 
God. In terms of understanding the Qur’an there is a need for translations 
and interpretations of the scriptures that reflect the compassion and mercy 
of God, rather than furthering particular agendas that are incorporated 
into translations and serve only to distort the meaning of the Qur’an.

5.7  With regard to relations between non-Muslims and Muslims it was noted 
that converts, particularly those at the beginning of their journey into 
Islam and who may only possess a rudimentary understanding of the faith, 
are frequently ill-advised by heritage Muslims, particularly with regard to 
offering salutations to non-Muslims or offering prayers on their behalf. 
Often lives become too constricted through being advised that certain 
behaviour or activities are not permitted in Islam, to the extent that it 
becomes difficult to live life. Converts have been wrongly advised not to 
attend the funerals, marriages, baptisms etcetera of their non-Muslim 
family members and in cases where they have not developed a spiritual 
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relationship with God it becomes difficult to sustain themselves through 
a sense of forced attendance or nonattendance at these events. It is 
important to guard against divisive distinctions between groups of people 
and not to label others as ‘kafir’ but to see them as part of God’s creation. 

5.8  For converts who had married people of a different cultural heritage 
challenges lay in finding themselves within Islam and not becoming 
subsumed by the cultural imperatives of their spouse, leading to a sense of 
losing themselves and their personal ability to be a discerning Muslim.

5.9  Converts have withdrawn from family events fearing the opprobrium 
of other Muslims, which can lead to a state of regression rather than 
progression within the development of their faith. This was considered 
a shameful state of affairs, and reflects poorly on those Muslims who 
project negative judgements. It was contended that there is a need to 
move away from this mentality, so that a Muslim shares their greetings, 
hospitality, and their warmth with everyone. Everything in Islam is lawful 
– halal, except that which is explicitly prohibited as haram. It was advised 
to offer a friendly, open, accepting attitude to non-Muslim family and 
friends, neighbours and work colleagues. One participant maintained 
that it was requisite to sit with your family, partake of meals with your 
family, while refraining from eating pork, but otherwise engaging with 
their hospitality, and to share with them the beauty of Islam. In order to 
attract more people to the faith it was considered imperative to share 
the best we have learnt from the examples provided by the Prophet 
Muhammad pbuh, and convey this goodness to all we come into contact 
with. Where ever we go, we must see what is good in that culture and 
embrace it. It was regarded as incumbent on all Muslims to work towards 
implementing and expressing Islam in a British context, reconciling the 
best of British culture, with that of Islam.

5.10 What was also required is responsive leadership. Many scholars were 
thought to be remote and not sufficiently connected to the grass roots. 
Frequently, scholars flew in from parts of the world to give impressive 
talks, and then left those listening floundering, and not knowing how to 
take the advice to the next stage, regarding how to implement it in their 
lives. While it is imperative to impart knowledge, it was acknowledged that 
leaders need to engage responsibly with people and show concern for their 
particular needs and challenges. . 
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6.  Spirituality in Action

6.1  For many of those present during the discussions, expressions of 
spirituality found deep resonance in khidmah, living a life in service to 
others in need. This can be a means of serving God through serving 
humanity. For many participants spirituality, embedded in tawhid, sees 
the expression of work or service to others, performed lovingly, as a 
means of pleasing God, which operates in the same vein as time spent 
in prayer, as another medium of channelling this desire towards serving 
God. Gratitude for the many gifts bestowed upon us from God must be 
expressed by manifesting gratitude with the servants of God. God tells us 
that if we are thankful, He will give us more and more and those who do 
not thank people do not thank God. A true believer is alive to those close 
to them and ready to offer help.

6.2  One participant, who had founded a community helpline, saw the problems 
besetting those who sought help as emanating from the hard heartedness 
of other people. Due to changes in society where hard heartedness was 
increasing towards the poor and marginalised, demand was exceeding the 
ability to meet need. It was also noted that while those of faith can work 
together to nurture soft-hearted approaches to people and life’s concerns, 
the Prophet pbuh, told us first to attempt to change situations or to repel 
evil by your hand indicating there is a physical effort required, and if this is 
not possible then with your voice suggesting we should at least condemn the 
action and if not, then by the heart ‘which is the weakest of faith.’ The soft 
heart should be one that has empathy but is also strong and unswerving 
where a suitably moral response is deemed necessary. Environments can be 
created where people will willingly be attracted to help. 

6.3  Rumi’s Cave was discussed as a place that not only has become a hub 
around which a community of believers has found a sanctuary, spirituality 
has found a range of expressions, and a sense of community is fostered 
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through a variety of programmes, including arts and music. One participant 
was touched by the intimacy and inclusivity she experienced when visiting 
Rumi’s Cave. Soft hearted scholars have found a forum through which to 
meet and project their ways of thinking about Islam to encourage others 
to develop their love of Islam and to play a compassionate and meaningful 
role within society. The voluntary programmes of action undertaken 
through Rumi’s Cave, also plays a vital role in sustaining local residents of 
the area who are experiencing poverty and hardship within their lives. For 
example, a soup kitchen was established to feed the hungry in the area. 
This is in line with Qur’anic injunctions (93:10) not to repel those in need, 
(whether Muslim or non-Muslim).

6.4  Another participant explained how she and others had cooked in their 
own kitchens at home, for local hungry people, and this action had 
spontaneously arisen from a desire to assist those without food. This was 
done just by relying on their own resources and the help of a few friends, 
cooking at home and then distributing the food in their locality. This 
was to emphasise that help does not need to come through organised 
charitable institutions, but can develop organically, simply from the desire 
to alleviate suffering. 

6.5  Another participant likened the conflict resolution and mediation services 
that she engaged with to support the community in which she lived to as 
being akin to attending a mosque – trying actively to convey spirituality 
through action rather than in a traditional prayerful sense.

6.6  Voluntary action can also provide a means of fostering a sense of 
community and provide those who are volunteering with a sense of 
purpose and meaning to their lives that helps them to become part of 
existing Muslims communities or part of the general wider society. This 
means that getting converts engaged in voluntary work may provide 
a means of integrating them into existing Muslim communities rather 
than waiting for programmes organised specifically on their behalf to 
materialise. The work of the Ta’aleef Collective with converts to Islam in 
America, under the auspices of Sheikh Usama Canon, was mentioned as 
a possible training programme and model to adopt in the UK; this was 
an area for further investigation and consideration. Other possibilities 
warranting further investigation were Rumi’s Cave, Greensville Trust, and 
Inner Dimensions.
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  7.  Responding to different interpretations of Islam

7.1  A participant highlighted the difference between spirituality and religion 
and questioned whether it was possible to have one without the other. In 
terms of the classic Sufi versus Salafi dichotomy, one participant mentioned 
she did not affiliate with either of these perspectives on Islam; neither did 
she wish to assimilate into established groups of Muslims of Arab origin. 

This brought her to an isthmus, an uncomfortable place 
within these two divides. It also led to musings regarding 
how Islamic intra-faith dialogue can be directed to 
reconcile two disparate paths within the faith. Whereas 
Salafi’s were considered to offer a disciplined approach to 
Islam and Sufi’s offered liberating perspectives, what was 
needed was a conciliatory marriage of the strengths which 
each outlook offered. 

7.2  In terms of deep sectarian divides between Sunni and Shi’a factions an 
emphasis on the shared commonalities within the Islamic faith may help 
to override entrenched doctrinal divisions. A participant found that soft 
and hardheartedness were presented within groups regardless of the 
extent to which they advocated prescriptive approaches. It was noted that 
converts often come to Islam with open minds and hearts to be greeted 
by dry, dogmatic, prescriptive approaches to the faith and found this was 
not reflected in the literature presented and read during the process of 
conversion.

7.3  Another participant mentioned the problems of a lack of places to go in 
terms of understanding the manifestations of faith. This person left Britain 
in 1996 due to his confusion over the Salafi/Sufi divides, and was unhappy 
being directed by other Muslims regarding what he should think and how 
he should practically live his Islam. He then went to live in Africa where he 
studied Islam under the direction of Sheikhs and reached the conclusion 
that the only way we can move forward is to be tolerant of different ways 
of expressing Islam.

7.4  Another view expressed was the mercy that is an intrinsic part of diversity, 
expressing spirituality as a gateway to a range of expressions of Islam, with 
Shari’ah providing a guard. A book outlining the different perspectives on 
Islam was needed to be written in order to explain the points of convergence 
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and difference between intra-faith interpretations of Islam. One successful 
method of bridging divides had been achieved by Sunni and Shi’a volunteers 
attending diversity training which enabled strong bonds to be developed 
and stereotypes to be dispelled. The labelling of groups was considered 
unhelpful to promoting cohesion between Muslims by one participant who 
noted that people attempted to identify or de-identify their association 
with particular groups, therefore, cementing division between Muslims.

7.5  One participant had bypassed the Sufi/Salafi divides whilst living in West 
Africa for many years, where the type of Islam she witnessed manifests in 
a non-prescriptive, non-judgemental way, and enabled her to meet many 
wonderful Muslims. Her search in the UK was for a sense of community and 
belonging and trying to find like-minded soft-hearted fellow Muslims with 
whom to associate. She considered it a sorry state of affairs that converts 
were subjected to pigeonholing regarding allegiances or adherence to a 
particular madhab (school of thought).

7.6  In terms of exploring faith perspectives another participant advocated 
a more pick and mix approach by taking the best of what knowledge is 
offered to someone, exploring and considering diverse ideas, arguing that 
if they do not feel comfortable, then set them to one side. Sufi practices 
were considered by a participant as vital to softening the heart. Several 
participants mentioned finding reading the works of Al-Ghazali beneficial 
to their faith in particular to strengthening their relationship with God.

8.  Spirituality expressed within concepts of community

8.1  Repeatedly mentioned throughout the discussions was the overwhelming 
and important need to create community, which it was felt was largely 
absent. The importance of the communal was reiterated as allowing the 
internal expression of spirituality its external manifestation. Spirituality 
needed to be nurtured so that it can grow, while this can be established 
through a close relationship with the Qur’an and dhikr, spirituality 
blossoms when it finds a communal home. It was noted that when 
converts are left alone to their own devices many become disillusioned. 
Conversion to Islam can be an unsettling experience – something 
becomes unsettled within a person that encourages them to enter the 
faith. This has the knock on effect of unsettling family and friends, and 
in turn the communities to which converts may enter, serving to unsettle 
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people’s certainties because the convert is usually culturally different. 
This unsettling was regarded in some aspects as a blessing that could 
be hugely creative while at the same time frequently painful to address. 
People respond by wanting to contain this ambiguous new person who 
upsets their norms – if it is understood that there is a blessing in what 
is going on, then it could also be understood that converts can and, 
perhaps unknowingly, have that strength to look after themselves, to 
some extent.

8.2  Although people may be hesitant about entering structured religion, there 
should be ways of bringing people together that transcends labels. One 
participant mentioned that his search for God was facilitated through 
meeting a Muslim who embodied what it was to be truly Muslim and 
said that up until then Islam had felt alien and it took him along time 
to recognise people in Islam. Another mentioned feeling fear at the form 
of Islam rather than the spirituality, and found himself focusing on Allah 
before he took the Shahadah. On hearing the adhan, he felt the huge expanse 
of Allah. It was considered that the journey to the truth is as difficult for a 
heritage Muslim as it is for a convert. Another mentioned that his mother 
would have preferred him to adopt any faith apart from Islam.

8.3  Within the diversity of people who are coming to Islam are some who have 
previously fled from organised religion; this suggests that spirituality needs 
to be considered from varying perspectives to meet the varied needs of this 
distinct group of people. There is the need to find ways to help each person 
who embraces Islam to fulfil their potential within the faith. Spirituality 
cannot be addressed in a vacuum; it requires the integration of both 
the spiritual and physical elements of each person. Living the essence of 
Shari’ah necessitates that we live in community, as the prophetic examples 
guides us to express our outward commitment to tawhid. Despite the variety 
of nations and ethnicities from which we are derived, tawhid is the dynamic 
fusion of humanity. 

8.4  Community needs to develop organically on a local level. As humans we 
each possess vast latent potential, which necessitates engagement with 
other people, the more people we pray with the more we are engaging in 
worship. The faith of Islam cannot be truly fully lived without engagement 
and commitment to community and engagement and commitment to our 
holistic development harmonising with and engaging with the names of 
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Allah – which work in concert to manifest tawhid. The Prophet 
Muhammad pbuh, taught us that community is incumbent upon 
us; we cannot become whole as people without community. Of 
the signs God has provided for us are that he has created pairs, 
social partnerships that exist not only between the masculine and 
the feminine principle but all the other dualism which manifests 
as multiplicity of community. God places within that coalition of 
people, love, mercy and compassion, which makes it possible for 
receptivity to take place. It necessitates that around the country 
we must develop models for community that welcome, provide 
support and enable people to engage and grow in themselves 
and in Islam.

8.5  If as much creativity was put into community as exists within institutions 
we would probably be much further ahead. Creativity and imagination 
needs to develop to bring to fruition the guiding principles of community 
replicating in a contemporary setting those provided by Madinah, to 
allow a community of action and growth to develop, by embodying the 
principles and inspiration provided by the sunnah.

8.6  The requirement to establish community provides a significant juncture in 
terms of our relations with wider society and in terms of intra-community 
relations and leads to unresolved questions as to how we will meet the 
challenges of developing sustainable, holistic models of community 
that transcend the boundaries of ethnicity, nationalistic and political 
associations, to become truly indigenous, organic and appropriate to the 
context of this society and community in which we live.

8.7  One of the main stumbling blocks to developing concepts of community 
is that we do not fully relate to the problems that beset us. Most people 
do not have the time to relate to each other to even find out what is going 
on. There isn’t the access to meaningful relations with other Muslims, or 
to defuse negative energy. Energy can be kept positive by the crucible of 
community, by doing things together. Issues can only be addressed by living 
Islam through integral community. Therefore, it is imperative to find good 
models of community, based on the amal of Madinah and drawing from 
the inspiration and sunnah of Prophetic modes of life. There is a need to 
invest energy and garner the creativity in our localities, to think holistically 
about what it really means.
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8.8  The mosque is merely a material manifestation of faith and as such a 
mosque and its organising committee does not constitute a community, 
neither do interest groups nor organisation masquerade as community. To 
encourage the creation of community good practice models need to be 
developed to show how Islam can be lived in a holistic manner. This would 
serve to inspire people to contemplate what it means to live inclusively. 
At the core of community is a deep understanding of tawhid, whereby, 
spirituality cannot be separated from different meanings and forms of 
human engagement, for example, schools, education, architecture all play 
a part in supporting people’s spiritual growth and fulfilment. The access we 
have to our brothers and sisters as mirrors and reflectors of spirituality and 
their proximity to us are important to our spirituality.

8.9  With regard to raising children, if children do not have access to the right 
role models and don’t see Islam lived, not by a few solitary people, but 
by a collective of people, it becomes difficult for them to appreciate the 
truths and wide spectrum and potential of the Islamic way of living. Such 
difficulties can be amplified by young people being exposed to a multitude 
of influences that severely challenge the idea of there being any sort of 
spirituality. Where illustrations of strong communities exist, for example, 
within certain African American Muslim communities it provides a strong 
anchor for the children, the shared understanding of the faith is then 
enabled to be passed down to future generations.

8.10 Community projects, such as gardening, can convey and express Islamic 
ecological values, communicate a commitment to beauty and love of 
engagement with nature. One participant noted that her mother’s love and 
devotion to her garden was a manifest expression of her spirituality. A further 
participant found a great sense of spirituality by observing nature at work in a 
garden, observing God’s creation, giving cause for reflection and promoting 
closeness to God. A mental health organisation had developed a garden and 
café next to a mosque. The members of the mosque then supported the café 
by attending it regularly and the café and garden also became a place that 
they could enjoy, along with those involved in maintaining both facilities. 
Communal initiatives based on voluntary projects that seek to contribute 
both to Muslim communities and to wider society are already in limited 
evidence in parts of the UK. Flash mobs have cleaned derelict, neglected 
areas of cities and towns, while soup kitchens feed the homeless and hungry. 
Youth clubs and workshops can utilise a variety of creative programmes to 
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break down barriers and create inclusivity that transcend religious, social and 
cultural boundaries, for example, drum workshops and storytelling.

8.11 Initiatives such as Rumi’s Cave provide a holistic model that could be 
emulated in other areas of the UK. The lack of meeting places for socialising 
could be counteracted if café’s were established to enable people to meet 
in the evenings which could appeal to the wider Muslim communities. 
Creative expression, through arts and drama has been constrained and 
needs investment targeting Muslim communities. Segregation, both from the 
Muslim community away from wider society and within Muslim communities 
is imperative to address. Particular to this is the climate surrounding the 
unnecessary polarization of men and women, without which it is not possible 
to foster an environment and understanding of tawhid. However, a project is 
not a community and is not a substitute for community and will only take a 
person so far. Perfection and ideals can be found in Islam. Whenever Muslims 
can make connections with each other and learn together they can generate 
energy and resonance that will attract others and will enhance positivity. 

9.  Nurturing spirituality

9.1  One participant mentioned that trying to assist converts is like dealing with 
actors on a stage. Everyone is concerned with the look, the jargon, the 
appearance, dress, and status, whereby, everyone is being judged by the 
audience. This person was unsure how to move forward from the outward 
expressions of the faith to nurturing an inner expression of Islam and spirituality.

9.2  Inner spirituality can be raised by mixing with sincere and honest people, 
finding a sincere sheikh who you benefit from by observing his practices 
and behaviour. Failing this an alternative would be to increase ones 
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dedication to salah. When people gather together to 
recite the Qur’an, the angels surround them and pour 
mercy upon them – a state of sakinah will descend 
upon the gathering, which derives from an abundance 
of dhikr of Allah.

9.3  Developing and sustaining faith in other more 
disadvantaged settings was mentioned in relation 
to converts in prison. The MOSAIC project was 
highlighted. In terms of prison settings how can a 
spiritual awareness of Islam be inculcated in an 
unconducive environment that is transferable to the 
wider context of life, when prisoners are frequently 
presented with forms of Islam that are not going to 
support or sustain them outside of prison? While 
help is sought from wider Muslim communities it 

was noted that with many communities in crisis themselves – the impetus 
must come from concerned groups of convert Muslims rather than 
seeking external solutions, whereby, the framework for implementation 
does not currently exist.

9.4  Seeking spirituality and community can go hand in hand. One participant, 
a former musician, found a sense of community through becoming 
involved with a group of Muslims from North Africa and sharing a 
connection to God. He felt supported and learnt a great deal about how 
to deal with women and children. He acknowledged that community 
could be fostered through Islamic channels, as well as being developed 
through shared connections with non-Muslims. Questions were raised 
about the advisability of certain social activities such as going to pubs or 
attending the cinema. The participant increasingly questioned the wisdom 
of watching films and subscribing to an image based culture.

9.5  Increasingly, an industry is developing surrounding selling halal products, 
for example, someone was selling Islamic windows, where you could see 
out, but not into. Such types of marketing were considered a means of 
creating inclusion and exclusion. One person mentioned that the Brownie 
pack she had established only gained support when the label Muslim was 
attached to it, although the activities remained the same. It was noted 
to guard against ‘them and us’ attitudes – whereby, people in reality may 
straddle many different communities and categories. In particular, the 
notion that people are superior because they are born as Muslims or that 
they have gained special spiritual characteristics by virtue of conversion 
need to be challenged. 
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9.6  Focusing on the arts were mentioned as a means of connecting disparate 
groups of people. Allowing voices to be heard from many quarters and 
building bridges across sectarian divides. Emphasis can be placed on 
common shared humanity, there does not need to be contradictions 
between being Muslim and being a helpful citizen. There needs to be 
mediums where the Qur’an can be recited and Allah is remembered. From 
this there is no division between maintaining and bolstering spirituality and 
how we serve others. The Qur’an exalts us to community, to be inclusive.

9.7  Although those who have embraced Islam may have different experiences 
from those who have been born into the faith it is necessary to move 
away from the convert/heritage Muslim divides, and seek a community 
of Muslims, finding a comfortable niche within. This can counteract the 
situation of mosques that are the male preserve of particular ethnic clans 
and where someone who looks visibly different may find it difficult to fit in, 
and in the case of women, may not be allowed inside at all.

9.8  A participant mentioned the importance of identifying reading material 
that will enhance the search for spiritual understanding of the faith. If the 
fitra is not cared for and nurtured, the inner haya and shyness will diminish. 
The soul needs to be fed in order to grow. If this is not facilitated then many 
people will fall away from actively developing their faith, unable to survive 
the onslaughts of what they have experienced.

9.9  The influence of prior faith traditions was mentioned in terms of ‘trying to 
hook Islam’ onto previous faith experiences. One participant mentioned 
she was a spiritual child who was nurtured in spirituality, and it was this 
connection to spirituality that had continued as her search for meaningful 
expressions of faith led her to Islam. It was mentioned that the Victorian 
Sheikh-ul-Islam, Abdullah Quilliam, used to adapt Christian hymns by 
setting melodies to Islamic themes – singing songs was a means to retain a 
connection to past faith while adhering to new ways of expressing faith, in a 
way that appeared comfortable to Muslims of British origin from that era.

9.10 In terms of retaining faith and keeping spirituality alive, one participant 
recalled his experiences of disenchantment with the Catholic faith 
following changes to the mass from Latin to vernacular English. During 
his early fifties he was introduced to an Egyptian muslimah and received 
a copy of the Qur’an. He experienced peace and inner contentment 
following his embrace of Islam, noting however, that while Islam is possibly 
the easiest faith to convert to, the difficulties lie in retaining faith, which 
can be compounded by lack of support and the hypocrisy evident in many 
Muslims behaviour.
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10  Ways Forward

10.1 The discussion was regarded as an important forum that set the scene for 
detailing the situation of those who have embraced Islam and those who 
will come to the faith in the future. Noting the rather onerous responsibility 
placed on each individual to be answerable before God for what they are, 
or are not doing. While considerable socio-economic problems confront 
Muslims in the UK and many Muslim communities are blighted by drug 
abuse, violence and crime, it was important not to lose sight of alternate 
possibilities of what can be achieved in community cohesion and intra-
faith dialogue and support. Positive measures can be developed to support 
the young and care for the elderly.

10.2 The participants concluded the discussion by considering ways to 
strengthen and provide facilities that Muslims can access. Finding mentors 
and leaders who can take on strong supporting roles was imperative. 
Noting that information regarding the development and appreciation of 
the arts, theatre and interesting places to attend, needs to be publicised. 
One person mentioned that more events like the New Muslims Project’s 
annual Ramadan Retreat could be provided which provide both spiritual 
and social outlets for converts and allow them to network and develop 
contacts and friendships around the UK; portholes for blogs, information 
and research be pursued, possibly emulating the model established by 
Sheikh Suhaib Webb. People who have embraced Islam can support and 
learn from each other and be available to help those who are coming to 
Islam to find a comfortable place from which to develop their relationship 
with God. 

 
 The words of an American writer, Maya Angelou, were offered in conclusion 

to the session: 
 

“Listen to yourself 
and in that quietude 
you might hear the voice of God.”
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Glossary of Terms

Adhan:  The human call to Muslims indicating the time for a particular 
prayer has come

Amal:  Hopes, aspirations – good works or deeds
Dawah:  Individual or collective endeavour aimed at revitalising or spreading 

the message of Islam
Dhikr:  The remembrance of God which purifies the heart 
Fitra:  ‘Instinct, natural inclinations - man’s natural disposition. 
Hajj: The annual pilgrimage to the holy places in and around Makkah
Halal:  Everything that is lawful to Muslims and that is acceptable to and 

therefore pleases God
Haram:  Anything that is forbidden to Muslims and is therefore unacceptable 

by God and evokes His displeasure
Haya:  Modesty, shyness, self-respect, humility
Kafir:  Lit.’One who conceals’, usually refers to people who conceal from 

themselves the will of God. Often, rather generally and erroneously, 
applied to all non-Muslims 

Khidmah:  To give, to help, to assist someone in need, to be hospitable, to 
show kindness

Madhab:  A school of Islamic Law of which there are many
Muslimah:  A Muslim woman
Nafs:  The ‘self’ desires
Nur:  Light – usually Divine light
Pbuh:  Peace be upon him – a respectful prayer that follows the mention of 

the Prophet Muhammad’s name 
Qibla:  The fixed direction faced when a Muslims prays. Symbolising the 

unity of all Muslims worldwide
Ruh:  The divine soul of the human being – the essence of God breathed 

into human creation
Sakinah:  Is a word derived from sukun meaning “peace”, “serenity” or 

“tranquility”
Salafi:  Sect within Islam that takes its name and practice of Islam from 

the term salaf – “predecessors” or “ancestors” – used to identify the 
earliest Muslims 

Salat:  The second of the five pillars of Islam. Prayer with heart, mind, and 
body 

Shahadah:  The confession of faith in Islam
Sharia:  Translated as Divine Law. The formal principles of the Islamic way 
 of life 
Sheikh: Prominent Islamic leader or cleric
Shia:  Sect arising from an historical dispute over the early succession to 

the Prophet Muhammad pbuh
Sufi:  Devout Muslims who are distinctive in nurturing theirs and others 

spiritual dimension of Islam 
Sunnah:  The example of the Holy Prophet pbuh, in character and behaviour
Sunni:  The largest branch of adherents to Islam
Tawhid:  The doctrine of the absolute unity and indivisibility of Allah
Zakat:  The obligatory annual tax duty from accumulated property and 

wealth
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