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Exploring other cultures always implies a culinary exchange to 
me. When I meet someone from an unfamiliar culture the 

first thing I ask is, “So, what do you eat?” I ask this because food 
holds our history and can reveal a story with each bite. It can take 
the global and exotic and turn it into the local and the intimate. 
Also, we usually do not try new foods alone. Many times a friend 
introduces us to new foods along with an explanation of the way 
a food is prepared or how it holds a special significance in the cul-
ture, like couscous on Friday in Morocco or tamales for Christmas 
in Mexico. This turns something novel or strange into an intimate 
and nonconfrontational introduction. Food was one of the ways I 
was first introduced to Islam. 

There is no such thing as “Islamic cuisine” or “Muslim food,” 
but Muslims do eat and each Muslim ethnic group has a culinary 
tradition that oftentimes predates Islam. What binds all of these 
culinary traditions together is Islam and the guidelines offered 
about food and food preparation in the Quran (halal) and by the 
prophet Mohamed (Sunnah). 

I was introduced to Islam by Pakistanis and the first halal food I 
encountered was at a Pakistani restaurant. Actually, I was unable to 
enter the restaurant. The moment the door was opened, the pun-
gent and hot spices hit my eyes and within minutes I could not 
see through my tears. We left and found something a little more 
“American.” Converting to Islam was a bit like this experience. 

The changes I made were monumental, and they stung. They 
stung because I was entering uncharted territory and I did not 
know if I would make it out all right. On the surface there was 
nothing familiar to guide me or comfort me. The languages I was 
hearing, primarily Urdu and Arabic (the universal Muslim lan-
guage), the dress, the ways of living, and of course, the food, were 
out of my experience. I tried to fit in, but even as I understood 
that Islam is not about conformity, I sensed that I made people as 
uncomfortable as they made me. My food was different and so was 
theirs, but over the years it was through sharing culinary wisdom 
and just sitting down to a good meal that made Islam and Muslims 
more welcoming. 

I am a third-generation Mexican American who grew up eat-
ing the Standard American Diet (S.A.D.). After my conversion to 
Islam nine years ago, that way of eating was no longer acceptable 
to me. I was determined to find a new way to cook to match my 
new life. With my husband, I lived on the premise, “if it is halal, 
eat it.” Yet, despite my best efforts, the practicality of daily life in-
tervened—what was my growing family going to eat? I was forced 
to look at what nourished us in the past, and Sally Fallon’s book 
Nourishing Traditions was a great help, as were Anissa Helou’s 
cookbooks.

My husband is from Morocco, so in preparation for my new 
life as a Muslim wife, I bought a Moroccan cookbook. I cloistered 
myself in my bedroom for hours studying it and would carefully 
reproduce what I found in those pages each day like a monk illu-
minating a text. I lovingly tended to each pot and sliced and diced 
for hours. I would start food preparation at noon to get dinner on 
the table by 6 p.m. After a month of marriage, my husband asked 
me, “Why do you make wedding food every day?” I was floored! 
So that is why it took me so long. I asked my husband what he 
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