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What happens when people leave the beliefs of  
their upbringing and embrace another religion?  

Three converts talk to Lindy Alexander about the joys 
they’ve experienced, and the price they’ve paid.

LEAP OF 

SEEMA BATOOL
Seema Batool, 39, an optician, grew up in a 
Hindu family and converted to Shia Islam in 
1999 after falling in love with Pakistani Iqbal 
Qazalbash, 44. They have been married for 
13 years and have four children. 

I’m not a perfect practising Muslim but I don’t 
think anyone is perfect in following God’s law. 
I have adopted most of the rituals of Islam as 
part of my daily life, except the hijab. But the 
day will come when I will wear it. 

I converted to Islam mainly because I fell in 
love with a Shia Muslim from Pakistan. We 
were great colleagues and remained best 
buddies after he left the firm we were both 
working for, but unfortunately for me, I fell in 
love with him. It was tough to tell him how I 

felt, as I am the eldest daughter of a strong, 
politically affiliated Brahmin, Hindu family. 
Responsibility weighed heavily on me. 

I told him of my feelings. I didn’t expect 
anything except a “Ha! Well, shit happens!” 
Instead, he told me the feelings were mutual.

We decided to go out on some dates to 
see where it took us. We were together from 
1998, and a year later I decided to convert. 
My grandmother had spoken to my husband 
[before I converted] and said, “Don’t push 
her to change. If she thinks it’s the right thing 
for her, then it’s her choice.” My grandmother 
was open but my parents were not. 

I did research on Islam before converting 

“ISLAM IS A RELIGION THAT IS QUITE LIBERAL  
FOR WOMEN. IT DOES GIVE EQUAL RIGHTS  

BUT IT IS PORTRAYED OTHERWISE.”

and learnt to love it. It was fairly easy to 
convert. All you have to do is believe that 
there is one God and his name is Allah. Then 
you have to believe that Muhammad is the 
last prophet of God and that the Koran is the 
holy testament. To be a Shia you have to 
believe in the wilayat [power] of Ali [the 
cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad]. 

To be a practising Muslim you have to 
perform daily prayers, fast during Ramadan, 
and offer zakat [donations to the needy]. 
Islam is quite liberal for women. It does give 
equal rights but it is portrayed otherwise. 

We went though hell to get married, and 
still do. There have been times where I have 
not spoken to my parents for years. When 
we went to Pakistan two years ago, my 

children were accepted into Iqbal’s family’s 
house, but I was never invited inside. They 
don’t believe I am authentic. 

In 2009 I co-founded an organisation, 
Azadari in Melbourne, to commemorate the 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein. It started with a 
procession and ended with a public call to 
prayer in Federation Square. There were 
1200 people there, praying together. Men 
with tears in their eyes came up to me and 
said they never thought they would see the 
day when they would hear the call to prayer 
in public. The event empowers the people. It 
makes them feel part of the wider community. 
Those prayers are part of my daily life now.

FAITH
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HEDY DAMARI
Hedy Damari, 42, a writer and astrologer, 
grew up in the Armenian Orthodox Christian 
faith and converted to Judaism after meeting 
her husband, 39-year-old Shai Damari. The 
couple have been married for 12 years and 
have two children. 

Picture this: it’s the ‘90s. You’re in Bondi. 
You’re a party girl. The guy who managed 
the backpackers directly across the road from 
me was a really good friend. He introduced 
me to my Israeli husband, Shai. 

Shai actually lived at the backpackers for 
six months but we never even saw each other. 

When we did see each other, our eyes 
locked. It was breathtaking. 

He’d invite me over for cups of tea  
and there’d always be these gorgeous 
Scandinavians knocking on his door. He’d 
say, “No, I’ve got company.” He was really 
gentlemanly with me and we didn’t flirt or 
anything, because we knew it was something 
really important. That time of getting to know 
each other was very intense. It was always 
just the two of us sitting in his room, doing 
absolutely nothing but talking. 

After about eight weeks of this courting we 
eventually got together and then that was it. It 
was game on. We were spending our whole 
lives together. 

Without me knowing, Shai was putting  
me through a series of hoops. He wasn’t 
particularly religious but even then he was 
talking about Judaism. When I said, “I’d 
convert for you,” he said, “Then you will be 
my wife.” 

We got married in early December 2000. 
Shai’s visa ran out five weeks later and he 
had to go back to Israel. I went three weeks 
after that and we ended up staying there for 
most of that year. When I came home, I 
started to convert. It took about 18 months. 

My father didn’t like it one bit. He is 
Armenian Orthodox, which is what I was 
christened. They’re the first Christians and 
they take a lot of pride in that. Seeing his 

already strong and established in her 
background and I was happy to take that on 
because it was something that I wanted for 
my family as well. We decided to get our 
daughter Aoife baptised after she was born, 
and during that time I enquired about how  
I would go about converting. 

There is a real system for conversion and 
it’s quite a detailed process. When I started 
the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA) 
classes I was busy with work and a new 
family, but it was something that I prioritised. 
I had to attend classes for an hour or two on 
a Monday evening for 12 months. You learnt 
about different aspects of Catholicism, the 
different ceremonies, prayers, and 
understanding the Christian bible. 

Aspects of Christianity had always really 
appealed to me. Christians are active in the 
world; there are a lot of Christian charities 
and [there is] a real sense of doing good. 

I felt like the RCIA classes were a chance  
to grow. Intellectually it was stimulating and  
I had a sense of finally feeling that I had  
a religious community. I had an avenue to 
express an important part of myself, so it was 
comforting in that sense. I wasn’t on my own 
having a faith in God. 

At the end of the 12 months, I was 
baptised. From my point of view, I was the 
same person but I feel like I’ve been really 
accepted within the Catholic community. 

DANIEL MITCHELL
Daniel Mitchell, 37, who has Jewish heritage, 
converted to Catholicism in 2010 after 
meeting his Irish wife, Niamh Mitchell, 36. 
They have two daughters. 

My parents are Jewish, but are not practising 
Jews. My siblings and I were aware of 
having Jewish heritage but we were brought 
up as non-religious. I think my parents 
assumed they wouldn’t really have to 
integrate us into the Jewish community and 
that we would pick it up through osmosis. 

At first, I got the sense that my mother felt 
threatened by the fact that I was converting to 
Christianity, almost like I was betraying my 
cultural heritage by doing it. I think it is 
something that she has come around to more 
recently. She has come to Mass with us on a 
few occasions, and came to my baptism and 
my daughter’s baptism. 

I’m quite close with my sisters and they 
were both accepting of my decision. The most 
satisfying part of my identity is my family and 
I think my sisters saw how that part of me 
was supported by my conversion. 

I’ve always had my own sort of faith and 
belief in a God, but the catalyst for my 
conversion was having my own family. 
Niamh [my wife] is Irish and grew up going 
to church and being part of the Catholic 
community in Ireland. Catholicism was 

Friends thought this was a new thing for me, 
but I had to explain that I’ve always had a 
faith in God and a sense of spirituality. That’s 
always been a strong part of who I am, it’s 
just that it’s been a bit in the background. 

I don’t feel like I’ve betrayed Judaism by 
becoming Catholic, but I would like my 
daughters to understand my background.  
My grandfather and grandmother went 
through the holocaust and I’d like that to  
be significant to my daughters. 

We go to Mass regularly and I do think  
of us as a Catholic family with Christian 
values. We try to be good, honest people 
who are trying to do good in the world. •

daughter convert from that was hard. He 
really loves and respects Shai but he had a 
real problem with me converting. Now he 
doesn’t, [but] that was the hardest thing. 

At first I thought we’d be more reformist. 
But as I started getting into it I realised what  
I was in for. I realised that I would have to 
make a lot of sacrifices. I couldn’t go out and 
suck on oysters like I used to all the time. My 
favourite thing was fine dining. I can’t do that 
any more because there aren’t any hip, 
groovy kosher restaurants. 

I don’t wear a wig, and I wear jeans, but 
our house is completely kosher. We’ve got 
one meat sink, one milk sink. We’ve got meat 
cutlery and crockery, then we’ve got them for 
milk. We don’t mix the two. 

I had a lot of issues with the dogma. For 
instance, not being able to drive on Shabbat. 
But when you convert in an orthodox way, 
you realise all of these buffers are put in 
place so that the religion stays the way it is 
and doesn’t get watered down. 

In my life I’ve actually been more anti-
religious, and more spiritual, because I can 
see all the upheaval religion causes in the 
world. But funnily enough, I had quite a few 
Jewish friends at school. I was always really 
drawn to Jewish people. And they actually 
say that people who convert have Jewish 
souls and they’re just coming back to it.  
I feel like I’ve got a Jewish soul.


