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The role of faith: ‘Something Old, Something New’
Read the following passage carefully.

After that they spoke about faith. He told her how he had become a Muslim. He spoke about his former Chemistry teacher – how, after meeting again, they had fallen back into the swing of their old teacher–student relationship. She listened, fascinated. She asked him questions.



‘What was your religion before?’



‘I was a Catholic.’



‘Have you always believed in God?’



‘Yes.’



‘Why on earth did you convert?’


She seemed almost surprised by his answers. She associated Islam with her dark skin, her African blood, her own weakness. She couldn’t really understand why anyone like him would want to join the wretched of the world. But he spoke with warmth. It made her look at him properly, as if for the first time.


‘Your parents probably don’t like it,’ she said, ‘or your friends? They won’t like you changing.’ She was candid in that way. And she was right. He had lost one friend after a bitter, unnecessary argument; another withdrew. His parents struggled to hide their dismay. Ever since he had dropped out of medical school, they had feared for his well-being, fretted that he would get sucked up into unemployment, drugs, depression; the underworld that throbbed and dragged itself parallel to their active middle-class life. Only last week, their neighbour’s son had hanged himself (drugs of course and days without showering). There was a secret plague that targeted young men.

Despite their misgivings about his conversion to Islam, his parents eventually had to admit that he looked well; he put on a bit of weight, got a raise at work. If only he would not talk about religion. They did not understand that side of him that was theoretical, intangible, belonging to the spiritual world. If only he would not mention religion then it would be easier to pretend that nothing had changed. He was confident enough to humour them. Elated that the questions he had once asked – what’s it all for, what does it all mean, what’s the point of going on – the questions that had tilted the walls around him and nearly smothered him, were now valid. They were questions that had answers, answers that provoked other questions, that opened new doors, that urged him to look at things in another way like holding a cube in his hand, turning it round and round, or like moving around a tall column and looking at it from the other side, how different it was and how the same. 


When he took her to meet his parents, the afternoon was a huge success. We’re going to get married he said, and there was a kind of relief in his mother’s eyes. It was easier for his parents to accept that he was in love with a Muslim girl than it was to accept that he was in love with Islam.

Wordle activity

Using wordle.net, select the text above and paste it into the window. Then click ‘go’. You’ll be presented with a ‘word cloud’ – a visual depiction of the words in the passage. The biggest words are the words that are most frequently used in the passage. Look at your ‘word cloud’ and answer the following questions:

· Which ten words appear most frequently in the passage?

· Are any of these words relevant to the rest of the short story? If so, how?

· The words ‘question’ and ‘answers’ are prominent in your ‘word cloud’. We are told that the man in the story converts to Islam when looking for answers to questions such as ‘What’s it all for?’ and ‘What’s the point of going on?’ What other answers do you think the man might be looking for?

Immediate response

Isolate and write down five short phrases or words from the passage, that:

· made you stop and think

· you felt were effective

· you found difficult to understand.

Share these with your neighbour.

Asking questions

As a reader, it’s important to ask questions of the text. Write down five questions that you’d like an answer to in relation to this specific passage. You could then form groups, or swap these around and share your answers.

Faith words

Skim read the passage again and highlight all of the faith words. Are you confident about their meaning? If not, you’ll need to do some research.

Personal insights

Have you learnt anything from the passage you didn’t know? (The answer will hopefully be yes!) If so, what have you learnt? Feed this back to the rest of the group.

Extension questions

Pick five of the following questions to answer.

1. Do you think this is a significant or insignificant passage and why?

2. What do you understand by the term ‘religious conversion’?

3. Look at the dialogue in which the woman asks the man why he converts from Catholicism to Islam. We aren’t told what his answers are. Why might this be?

4. Why do you think the woman ‘seemed almost surprised by his answers’?

5. What do you think she means by ‘the wretched of the world’? (To help with this question you might like to look up ‘Islam by country’ on Wikipedia: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam_by_country then contrast this with ‘Christianity by country’ en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity_by_country)

6. Why do you think the man’s parents and friends are so opposed to his conversion? In their eyes, what might it symbolise?

7. We are told that for the man in the story, Islam opened ‘new doors’ and ‘urged him to look at things in another way’. Find the two similes or points of comparison in this section and note them down.

8. What understanding do you gain from these similes?

9. Can something be different and the same? What do you think is meant by this (within the context of the story)?

10. When the man introduces the woman to his parents we are told ‘there was a kind of relief in his mother’s eyes’. Why is this?

Practice question
a) Write about the ways in which faith is important in ‘Something Old, Something New’.

(Remember that faith does not have to apply purely to religion.)

b) Write about the ways in which faith is represented in one other story from the Anthology. 

In order to help you plan your answers, complete the ‘faith’ spider diagram.
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Faith is what brings the couple together. They are united by it. For example…
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Besides religious faith, the couple also have faith in one another. For example…








4

