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I remember, as a teenager, going to visit the ‘bath-house’ with Mum, in the Old City of this large 
Middle Eastern Capital. We went on Women’s Day, the one day of the week when the historic 
baths were transformed from Men’s to Women’s space. We would catch a taxi to the outskirts 
of the suburb and walk the rest of the way in, through winding dusty streets, between old 
buildings and overhanging balconies. We would descend down the stone steps, past the 
guard, through the double-curtained doorway, into the cool of the front atrium, ringed with 
platforms where other bathers prepared to ablute or relaxed after the experience. A woman 
at a desk took our money and gave us wooden clogs, cotton towels, soap and tin bowls to pour 
water over ourselves. 

The bathing experience itself often felt a little counter-intuitive; with water on the ground and 

the occasional cockroach in the steam room, it didn’t feel like the most sterile or pure of spaces. 

But after covering ourselves with steam, soap, and hot-then-cold-water, and being scrubbed 

within an inch of our lives by a busty woman in a damp gallabiyah, we returned to the outer 

atrium for our cup of sweet local tea feeling refreshed and even reborn (particularly on the day 

when I forgot to bring a change of undergarments and had to return home ‘commando’!). Around 

us others drank their tea or had their armpits waxed, while the cool breeze from an electric fan 

evaporated the water from our skin. When our hair was dry enough to be respectable, we robed 

up again and left this seasonal women’s space to catch a taxi back to one of the most exclusively 

Muslim suburbs in the city, and our home for that season.

Here we lived in an apartment block with three other families, all related. I was only there (on 

holidays from boarding school) for a few weeks or months at a time, but I was quickly invited 

and immersed into the life and relationships Mum was making with our women neighbours. The 

neighbour below us was married to a man with a crippled hand, like the one Jesus healed on the 

Sabbath, in defiance of the Pharisees. According to his wife, this man’s injury had been caused 

by the evil eye - because evil entered because they boasted about the new car - and shortly 

afterwards he was in an accident; the car was a write-off and he was permanently maimed. In 

that gendered society we didn’t relate to her husband, but our neighbour often invited Mum - 

and when I was home, me - into her home for coffee or matte, the Argentine tea drink popular 

locally and conversations about everything from recipes and family gossip to vaginal discharge 

and the war in Lebanon. 

It was during one of those holidays that Mum went downstairs to have tea, while I stayed 

upstairs to read. Part way through the morning, Mum called me; I needed to come downstairs 

immediately to remove a dead pigeon from the balcony of our neighbour. I was confused but 

grabbed a plastic bag and went down to complete the task, finding Mum comforting a distraught 
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neighbour. Later, Mum told me that our neighbour saw this as an omen. Every time a pigeon 

died on her property it foretold the death of a family member. The pigeon went harmlessly 

enough into our bin. A little while later, a relative of our neighbour died. It was and is hard 

to sit with the strangeness of these circumstances and a clear Christian theology.

On another holiday from boarding school, Dad came home from his work as an English 

teacher-trainer and told us that, without any notice or external support, a blind student 

had been enrolled in his class. Could I come and be a teacher’s aide to assist her in a class 

built for seeing people? I was bored at home over the long summer, so I said yes. Thus 

began a wonderful friendship with Rana, who was a brilliant and thoughtful young woman 

who played chess, had a Masters degree, and who often travelled solo, even in the merry 

chaos of the city

Around that same time, I made friends with another young lady in the class, Hala. Towards 

the end of the course, she gave me a card invitation, gilt with silver and written in neatly 

typed Arabic calligraphy. As she gave me the invitation, she explained that it was to a 

graduation party for a course she had been assisting in, teaching young women and girls 

to memorize the Qur’an. A little unsure how to respond, I took the card home to Mum and 

asked her what I should do, feeling slightly like Herod’s dancing step-daughter going to her 

mother for advice on what to ask of Herod. Thankfully Mum required no beheading; instead 

she urged me to accept the invite but to ‘ask for one more’ so that she could come too!

So began Mum’s journey with the women’s mosque movement in the city, the making of 

deep friends, and years of research and writing that culminated in her second doctorate 

and her first book, Shifting Allegiances. 

The articles in this Webzine were each inspired by one of moments above, or others like 

them. For Mum (that is, Dr Moyra Dale), research has always been inseparable from a deep 

desire to see, understand, and honour others well. And while she was and is so much more 

than ‘just’ the woman who wrote about Muslim women, that gift and commitment to truly 

see people has long been present. Whether they be visitors to her office, neighbours in a 

cross-cultural context, the children of guests to whom she is reading a book, or myself 

or my brother coming to sit by her desk and discuss life with her, Mum made a practice of 

seeing people. 

Life without Mum is less grounded, less held and embraced, less fun, even a little less seen. 

And there is no ‘but’, no placating fact that makes up for the fact that death is a rotten and 

brutal thing. However, I do delight, and I know Mum does too, in the continued flourishing 

of generations of women who strive to see others well. It is a particular delight to witness 

and learn from those who seek to understand Muslim women in order to love them best, 

just as we are best loved by the One who sees and knows us better than anyone ever could, 

and who defeated death. I rest in His Hope. I know you probably do also. I give great thanks 

for you.

Miriam Dale






