
 

Hope sits at the table 

Spiri Tsintziras, The Age, A2, December 16, 2006. 

With their doors thrown open to strangers, Muslims are sharing more than food 

with the rest of Melbourne. Spiri Tsintziras comes away with soul and stomach 

satisfied. 

'AN OPEN INVITATION to break bread and build connections", said the article in The 

Age. A photo showing a long table laden with food. A group of Melbourne Muslims had 

thrown open their homes to "potentially the whole city" in a bid to break down barriers of 

ignorance and prejudice. 

We booked the babysitter, provided some details online - religion, suburb and professions 

- and a few days later were traversing Melbourne's suburbs from east to north. 

As you set out for Ithaka 

hope your road is a long one, 

full of adventure, full of discovery 

It's a long way from Box Hill to Greenvale. Pillars announce majestic-sounding estates 

among pockets of industry. In the twilight we slow as we finally approach the street and 

look for the house number. We see others pull up and look about, self-consciously. 

We start to feel apprehensive. What will we talk about? 

Laistrygonians, Cyclops, 

angry Poseidon - don't be afraid of them: 

you'll never find things like that on your way 

as long as you keep your thoughts raised high, 

as long as a rare excitement 

stirs your spirit and your body 

Our host, Emine, and her three polite children greet us warmly at the door. We remove 

our shoes and don slippers. Other guests already sit on a cream leather couch, all nervous 

chatter and stilted introductions. Before us are intricate ornaments from Turkey, an 

elegant table set for a feast, and a copy of the Koran, its gilt lettering glimmering under a 

lamp. 

Emine comes in and out, checking on the promising smells that are emanating from the 

kitchen. Soon her husband Gursel arrives, weary after a day of seeing patients in a local 

practice. It's a picture of domesticity, except for the roomful of strangers. 



The Australian Intercultural Society (AIS), the brainchild behind this initiative, believes 

this is the first time Australian Muslims have opened their homes to strangers in such a 

way. The response to this public invitation has been extraordinary, with some 250 people 

participating in the October dinners across Victoria. But Muslims are not unfamiliar to 

opening their homes at this time of the year. During the month of Ramadan, Muslims do 

not eat or drink between sunrise and sunset. Traditionally they visit friends and family to 

break the fast (iftar). It is believed that hosting visitors brings blessings. 

Naively, we were expecting that we would be the only guests. We are joined by a lawyer, 

a jeweller, a prop designer, someone's mother. Then there's us: a cartographer and a 

community worker. We are unsure what to expect. Many have never been in a Muslim 

house before, much less share in the intimate iftar. Most of our images have been 

coloured by the media. Are we motivated by a voyeuristic curiosity? Or a genuine desire 

to build links and find out more? Whatever our motivations, our hosts think we are brave 

for coming. We think they are brave for having us. 

The strangeness of the situation is not lost on Namik Zeybek, a director of the AIS and 

family friend. "People may ask themselves, 'What do we want?' But there is no catch. We 

simply want to establish dialogue and break down some myths about what it is to be 

Muslim. And we want to learn about others too." 

The Ramadan fast is broken traditionally with the eating of a date. On this night this 

simple gesture is followed by a feast fit for a king - mercimek, red lentil soup, bright 

yellow pilaf, luscious baked chicken with aromatic spices, guvec, succulent lamb, and the 

divine karniyarik, baked eggplant with spiced mince. We finish with Turkish desserts, 

including pismaniye, with its seemingly never-ending woven tendrils of sweetness. Each 

of the dishes comes with a story, winding its way across the table: recipes passed down; 

memories of Turkey; rituals past that are kept alive in the telling. 

During the course of dinner, our awkwardness dissolves as our nervous stomachs are 

soothed by the meal. We ask the serious questions. "Have you experienced racism?" I ask 

Namik, whose blue eyes, light coloured skin and softly spoken words contrast sharply to 

the stereotyped images of Muslim men in the media. "Because I don't look 'Muslim', 

people don't (identify me as Muslim). If they were to ask (about my religion) I would tell 

them". 

Muslims have come to Australia from across the globe and are not easily recognisable. 

According to the 2001 census, more than 92,000 Victorians identified themselves as 

being Muslim. Some are second- or third-generation Turkish immigrants, others newly 

arrived from Sudan, others from Indonesia or Afghanistan. Some actively practise their 

religion, other's don't. Some don garments such as the hijab or the burqa, others don't. 

Ayesha, who chooses to wear the hijab, is quick to dispel myths about the submissive 

role of women in Islam. "Women are respected and treated as equals" she says. The 

women are outspoken about their roles, be it in the home or the mosque. 



The conversation continues to flow as the prayers begin. Chanting forms the backdrop to 

conversation. I sit next to Emine. We talk about being mothers. About our own parents 

and the hardships they faced in migrating to Australia. We talk about where we grew up - 

both of us in the inner suburbs, under the shadow of Housing Commission flats - a long 

way from suburbia and this dinner table. 

A small child comes for a cuddle. "Do the children fast willingly?" we ask. Ayesha says 

that most often the older children come to the decision to fast themselves. We are lulled 

by the gentle, rhythmic rituals of prayer and chanting as the conversation ebbs and flows. 

Homeward-bound, gifts in hand (to bring more blessings upon our hosts, we are assured), 

we reflect on the night and our initial apprehensions. They have disappeared, buried 

under the warm glow of a shared feast. 

Laistrygonians, Cyclops, 

Wild Poseidon - you won't encounter them 

unless you bring them inside your soul, 

unless your soul sets them in front of you. 

For more information about the Australian Intercultural Society, see 

http://www.intercultural.org.au/ 

Excerpts from Ithaka, by Constantine Cavafy (1911), translated by Edmund Keeley and Phillip 

Sherrard in CP Cavafy: Collected Poems, edited by George Savidis. 
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