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Born and raised in Muslim Turkey, Derya Little rejected her family’s Islamic faith and became an atheist after her parents’ divorce. During her stormy adolescence, she tried to convince a Christian missionary that there is no God but was converted to Christ instead.
While attending a Turkish university and serving as a Christian youth minister, Derya began to compare the teachings of Protestantism and Catholicism, and during her doctoral studies in England, she entered the Catholic Church. Little has an MA in History and a PhD in Politics. She has written articles for academic journals and Catholic publications. Her conversion story, From Islam to Christ, is published by Ignatius Press.
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My legs started to go to sleep as I sat on the floor of my bedroom in the middle of the night. The Qur’an rested on the small table in front of me. Its Arabic script was elegant and familiar, yet utterly meaningless to my Turkish mind. I could read the words, but their meaning escaped me. I was around 12 years old. My father had left us for another woman, and my world was collapsing around me, shattered like thin glass, impossible to clean up.
I was taught from an early age how to say my prayers and how to turn to Allah in times of crisis and darkness. He was, after all, omniscient and omnipotent, the unreachable Creator of the world, but he was also merciful to the cries of his slaves. Wasn’t I pleasing to him?

Night after night, I read the Qur’an and said my prayers, all in Arabic. I fasted from dusk until dawn, without a bite of food or a drop of water. I prayed five times a day, my forehead on the ground. There was no reply. All I could sense was the darkness. The seed of doubt that was sown when my parents’ marriage fell apart grew in the quiet of the night. The grief of my child’s heart in the middle of desperation wanted to believe, but questions kept nagging: “Their love was false. What if everything else they told me were lies, too?”

Children of divorce tread on shaky ground. Every step is insecure, every decision full of questioning. My parents’ marriage was never perfect, but it was an anchor to society for my brother and me. As a little girl, I didn’t understand that my mother was crushed under the burden of full-time work and the responsibilities of a family without the help of a husband. She worked hard all day, only to come home and cook a three-course meal. She hand-washed the laundry on her days off. My father was not physically abusive, but he often cheated on my mother. He was a man, and men had “different needs” than women — or so I was told. As long as he kept it quiet, my mother turned a blind eye to his infidelities. Theirs was not a happy marriage, but when the unhappiness reached the bitter end of divorce, I was suddenly cut loose.

Up until then, I believed what I was taught because as children of God, we all yearn for the transcendent. Deep down, we know that there is more to life than living and dying. The more I learned about Allah and the “one true religion,” Islam, the more I wanted to please him. One of the subjects hammered into us the most was that of doubt. A true Muslim should never doubt or question. Perfect obedience and submission to Allah’s will are paramount. We are nothing but slaves. How dare a slave question his master? How dare you presume to understand Allah’s ways or his will? A Muslim can claim no relationship, no proximity, and no familiarity with Allah.

What a mighty wall that servile fear builds around a human being! If, by merely doubting, the gates of hell open wide for you, how can you even approach the wall of fear to see what is beyond?
But my parents’ divorce cracked a big hole in my wall of fear. When that seed of doubt took root, and I dared to read for myself what kind of man Muhammed was, I understood why that fear was necessary. The wall was flimsy. All it took was a crack, and questions buried the years of indoctrination under the rubble of violence, inaccuracy, and inequality that Islam taught. As I sat in front of the book that had claimed so many days of my life, I decided to see whether my parents had lied to me about their religion as well.

For the first time in my life, I read the origins of Islam and the life of Muhammad with a critical eye. The nagging fear that I was blaspheming never completely left me during that time. That deep-seated threat of a fiery hell for simply questioning my religion often visited me, but I read on. The Hadith and the Sunnah (the life and sayings of Muhammad) have always been passed on to us by imams or elders as being devoid of any wrong-doings on the part of the perfect man, Muhammad. We were all encouraged to imitate him in every way we could, for he was free of sin and perfect in the eyes of Allah. When I read the Qur’an in Turkish for the first time and dove into the Hadith, the man I found was far from perfect.

Instead, he was just another man, desiring power, money, and women, like countless others throughout history.

Muhammad practiced and promoted polygamy. Every time he desired a woman, a new verse came down from Allah, sanctioning his conduct. He was betrothed to a six-year-old girl and consummated his “marriage” to this child when she was nine, still playing with dolls. Domestic rape and rape of captured non-Muslim women were all acceptable practices for Muhammad and his men. An open-eyed reading of his life from Muslim sources will reveal Muhammad’s lust and how he fulfilled his carnal desires, using fear and reward.

The violence Muhammad and his followers perpetrated was another appalling aspect of Islam that I was never taught. The imams, elders, and religious teachers always whitewashed the bloody details of Muhammad’s military ventures. The truth was that the messenger of Allah attacked without reason, conquered everyone along his path without discrimination, and murdered without mercy. Opposition to him and his religion would leave you skewered by the sword of one of his followers. All this and more I read in the Qur’an and the Hadith.

How could I possibly emulate this man? His life was riddled with lust, blood, and greed. For the first time in my life, I believed I could see the truth that was hidden behind that wall of fear. No wonder doubt and questions were discouraged! Once that seed is sown, the ground Islam stands on collapses faster than a house of cards.

However, once I turned my back on Islam, I had nowhere to go. Gradually, a few others who had claimed their freedom from the lies of Islam became my companions in reading and learning. None of us had ever heard of any God other than Allah, who sat upon the heavenly throne as the master, whose whims could change at any moment. Allah could neither be reached nor understood. For a Muslim, Allah can’t be eternally unchangeable since that would place unnatural limitations on his divine power. Such a deity, where consistency and immutability are constraints, though, was not compatible with natural science. As it happened, the natural world and its study became a new interest of mine, so much so that eventually evolution and science turned into the media by which I interpreted human existence.

A word about Islam’s teachings on Christianity might be useful here. We had always been taught that Jews had corrupted the message Allah sent them through the Prophet Moses and that Christians corrupted the message that was sent through the Prophet Jesus. The Bible was changed by men in order to fit Allah’s message to their human agenda. I was also told in my religious education classes that Christians believed in three gods: Father, Son, and Mother. The concepts of Trinity and Incarnation were not only incomprehensible but even blasphemous to Muslim ears. At this stage of my life, as far as I could see, all of these religions believed in the same God, thus suffering from equal incompatibility with reality and science.

The only moral compass of my life came from Islam, and with the rejection of my parents’ religion, I began to live a life free of moral boundaries. Getting drunk and smoking while my friends and I made fun of all things supernatural became a new lifestyle for me. Middle and high school years flew by as we met often to play chess and polish off a few bottles of cheap wine. We were a small circle of outcasts, but these friends were my new family, while my mother became depressed and unresponsive in the wake of her divorce.

This misfit group of friends was my escape from a meaningless life in our small town. Thankfully, despite my disconnectedness, the Lord had blessed me with a quick mind that helped me gain entrance to good universities.

By the time I moved to Ankara, the capital city, for my studies, I was a staunch atheist who had no qualms about sleeping around, regularly getting drunk, and even experimenting with drugs on occasion. Thankfully, however, I understood that I had to work hard to finish college. That sense of responsibility — and no doubt the Lord’s gentle nudging — kept me from going off the deep end.

Very few college students worked in Turkey, but we all needed money. When I saw a flyer for a job tutoring an American lady in the Turkish language, I was excited. A few days later, at the age of 19, I stood at the entrance to Therese’s apartment, staring at a verse from the Bible, cross-stitched and framed right across the door:

And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved. – Acts 4:12

Oh great! She was a Christian.

It was sad, really. The poor woman had grown up in a country where science and technology were advanced, but she still believed in fairy tales like God and angels. As an enlightened woman, it was my duty to help her see through the darkness of religion. Little did I know, Therese had been raised in an atheist household and had become a Christian after leaving for college. Upon graduation from college, she and her husband had moved overseas to spread the Gospel.

From our first tutoring session, Therese discovered that I was not shy about talking of religion and politics. After all, what else was a worthy topic of conversation? I was a missionary atheist; I wanted people to see the light and live the truth, no matter how unsatisfying it was. For three years, twice a week, two and a half hours a day, Therese and I conversed, argued, and gritted our teeth at each other.
The God Therese talked about was completely different from Allah, who was not bound by consistency or goodness. According to Islam, something was bad or sinful because Allah said so. The absolute was fluid. Contrarily, the Creator of the Cosmos whom Therese believed in was consistent, pure, and good. This was utterly crucial for me because this Christian God could be compatible with science. He would be above and beyond science, of course, but it made sense that such a benevolent Supreme Being would be willing to create an order through which His creatures could come to know Him. At the end of those three years, Therese had convinced me that there was a possibility that God existed.

This posed a serious dilemma for me. If there actually was a God, and eternal life was real, then this short life of ours, where we could make our own decisions, was utterly unique. If there was a God, He was all-important. However, the question remained: was He truly benevolent? What kind of a good and powerful being would allow so much evil into His creation?

The problem of pain is a difficult one to solve. It is inherently intertwined with the problem of sin and the infinite consequences of man’s sinful nature. Since Islam neither accepts original sin nor has a coherent understanding of man and his separation from God, I never comprehended what death after sin would mean. As an atheist, I blamed mankind for all the evils of the world. It was always someone else’s fault, of course. Society was oppressive; the bourgeoisie was greedy; sexual norms were too constricting; religion was suffocating. It was never my fault.

At the end of my second year in college, our Buddhist professor assigned us a chapter titled “Grand Inquisitor” from Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. English is painful. I spent an entire night poring over this chapter that was about the atheist brother trying to convince the Christian brother that religion was false.
In this chapter, Christ stops by the Spain of the Inquisitions. He walks amongst the crowd, heals people, and raises a girl from the dead. The Grand Inquisitor, a plainly dressed cardinal, arrests Him and puts Him in jail. When the Inquisitor visits the Son of God in His cell that night, he tells Christ that He should have accepted the devil’s offers in the desert (see Matthew 4:1–11). Jesus should have turned the stones into bread because men only desire earthly security and earthly friends. Freedom and heavenly bread are not welcome. Jesus also should have accepted the power Satan offered to show men amazing signs and wonders, instead of giving mere mortals a chance to follow their hearts freely. Lastly, Jesus should have established a universal state to create absolute order because men always crave security. Christ does not respond because He has already said everything through His death and resurrection. When the Grand Inquisitor opens the gate to set Christ free, He simply kisses the man and leaves.

For the first time in my life, I came face to face with my own sinfulness. The sinfulness of my parents changed my life. My selfish and inconsiderate ways impacted many others. No man was an island, after all. Day after day, sin after sin, we knit an intricate tapestry where one’s actions affect countless others. I realized that I was infected and incapable of healing myself. That night of too many cups of tea and weird English words was the night when my intellectual objections to Christianity broke down. I had read many books about Christ and the genesis of Christianity and had concluded that Christ was a real historical figure; most of the Apostles had died for their faith. Now, I knew that Someone would have to pull me out of the dark pit of sin.

Summer came shortly after this realization, and Therese would be moving to the US for a year. I still had two years left at the university and was once again in need of gainful employment. After a few months, I started to teach Peter and Paul, the small children of a couple named Jerome and Martha. This was the first time I was truly immersed in the lives of Christians. With Therese, either I was not around her family enough to observe them or I was too blind to see the difference. But in Jerome and Martha’s marriage, I saw something new: a partnership. They demonstrated selfless love and served each other and their children. Peter and Paul respected their parents and feared them, but that fear stemmed from love. They did not want to disappoint their parents. The family functioned in harmony; problems were solved together. It was beautiful to watch their daily life.

The love in that home was tangible, so much so that I found myself wanting to stay longer than needed. The questions I had been struggling with for three years were not simply intellectual exercises. Their answers required a radical change, and in this family’s life, I saw what that change would entail: selfless love. I had loved and been loved. I was also blessed to have good boyfriends who cared for me. However, in those relationships, I invariably expected my boyfriend to satisfy all my needs — an impossible task for anyone. In Jerome and Martha’s marriage, I saw that the first person they loved was Christ, and everyone they met bathed in the warmth of that love.

I wanted that love, but I did not want to give up the prospect of a good government job. Converts to Christianity are perceived as threats or traitors in Turkey. What would my fiancé think? What would my atheist friends think? Would I be alone? Would I ever “belong” again? So many questions, but their answers eluded me. I could not let go. I agonized over the decision of becoming a Christian. I could not eat; I could not sleep. Despite all my thinking and worrying, I could not choose Christ over my earthly concerns.

The Holy Spirit sighed, probably, and facepalmed in heaven. One morning, I was shuffling towards my early morning class. There were only a few other souls wandering around. In front of one of the gray buildings, in my mind’s eye, a scene appeared. A little girl with a white dress sat in the middle of a meadow. She was preoccupied with toys in her lap and was not concerned with the great outdoors or the formidable mountains in the background. While she played, two hands reached down to offer her a gift. The owner of the hands was so huge that the mountains seemed small in comparison. The beautifully wrapped gift glowed from within. It was obvious that its contents were precious beyond imagination. But the little girl was so busy that she did not realize she was being handed such a gift. Finally, she looked up for a moment and said: “No, thank you, I have these little things to play with.”
“Are you stupid?” was my first thought. “How could you possibly compare your measly toys to that gift?” Then I realized that I was the little girl, and the precious gift was Christ’s sacrifice, offered that I might have eternal life. The light bulb finally came on.

The following day, I told Martha that it was a good day to become a Christian. They prayed the prayer for me to accept Jesus Christ into my heart. That day, my life changed forever. I read the Bible, joined studies, and started to meet other Turkish Christians. I was not the only one, after all. Slowly, I joined different ministries and made friends. But the worries I had before all came true. I broke up with my fiancé. I ended the relationship because he had become intolerant of my new life and beliefs. I lost many friends because conversations became awkward, and our common interests vanished. Instead of a government job, I decided to get a doctorate and teach in a university. Looking back, none of these developments seem like sacrifices, but the devil used my earthly worries to keep me from reaching for heavenly treasures.

I knew so little about Christianity that, for the first few months, all I did was read whatever Christian literature I could find. The more I learned, the more sense Christ’s sacrifice made. But there remained a few persistent questions. I did not understand sola Scriptura, the doctrine of the Bible alone. Christ, after all, never wrote anything, and the New Testament canon was not formed for another three hundred years after the Resurrection. Similarly, it did not make sense that the Man who suffered and died for us, who knows us better than we know ourselves, would just leave us without having established some authority. He knows that, left to our own devices, we bicker and divide in an instant. Then there was sola fide, faith alone, which was not to be found in the Bible, even though it was a major tenet of the Christianity that I was taught. Did the Lord take away our free will as soon as we said the Sinner’s Prayer? Lastly, creationism was defended so vociferously that I couldn’t help but wonder whether our entire belief system would fall apart if, one day, evolution was proved to be true beyond doubt. Surely, the Lord could have used any means He wanted to bring about humans. But I pushed all these questions away, thinking that I just didn’t know enough to understand them.

Then, the unthinkable happened. A good friend of mine named Anthony became Catholic during his studies at Notre Dame. Anthony and I had become good friends through the Christian teenage ministry we were both part of. When he told me he was becoming Catholic, I was astonished. Most Muslim countries are awash with anti-Catholic propaganda. The Crusades are often brought up as proof of the greed and violence of Christians. All the bad guys in old Turkish movies are deviant and decadent Catholics. It did not help that the Protestants around me were strongly anti-Catholic.

My agnostic roommate and I had met Anthony for lunch in Istanbul. When I returned to Ankara, I was determined to prove him wrong, prove that Catholics added a bunch of weird unbiblical stuff, like praying to the saints or the papacy or the Eucharist.

However, the only book on Catholic theology in my university library was written by somebody named Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger. Well, this Mr. Ratzinger’s arguments had better be ready to be taken apart by my mighty, new-convert intellect! As you can imagine, I could not get past the introduction. I put the hefty tome back onto its shelf with profound respect. When I returned to my dorm room, I found a package from Anthony with a much smaller and much less intimidating book by Mark Shea: By What Authority? Reading this little book was the beginning of the end of my experiment in Evangelical Christianity. Shea, a former Evangelical himself, used passages of Scripture to demonstrate just how biblical Catholic doctrines really are.

As I read further and deeper about Catholicism, I realized that everything I had swept under the rug — sola Scriptura, sola fide, creationism, and the rest — found their answers in the Catholic Church. To begin with, sola Scriptura and the lack of an external ecclesial authority after the Ascension of Christ had never made sense to me. I found it very hard to believe that the Lord would not leave us a guiding light. Additionally, the “Bible-alone doctrine” seemed flimsy because of the ever-increasing division among the Protestant denominations. Their disagreement ranged from whether homosexuality is morally acceptable to the meaning of Baptism. These are no simple matters. How is it possible that the same Holy Spirit, who is supposed to be guiding every individual, could lead to so much confusion and quarrel?

The Bible itself never claims to be the only authority, nor do the Scriptures ever say man is saved by faith alone (see James 2:24). On the other hand, Our Lord time and again emphasized the importance of unity, which can only be acquired through one universal Church. Without a leader or a visible structure, how could there be only one universal Church?

All of these questions lead to Peter. It was clear that Christ had singled out Peter to be the leader of the disciples, not because Peter was perfect, but because he was given the charge of leading the Lord’s sheep.

Establishing a hierarchical order among the disciples and the faithful and putting the seal of the Holy Spirit on the Church were two acts of Christ that showed the existence and importance of the Magisterium (the Church’s teaching authority). Through this authority, eventually the canon of the Bible would be recognized and the unity of the Church would be protected — that is, until schisms and reformations tore the Body of Christ apart.

I found the fullness of truth in Mother Church and could no longer ignore the call of the Eucharist because for the first time the words of John 6 made sense. Without apostolic succession and transubstantiation, Christ sounds like a lunatic who was willing to lose a majority of his followers over a parable or an analogy.

However, the idea that a miracle occurred during every Mass was not easy to swallow. When I read the innumerable accounts of Eucharistic miracles over the centuries, occurring even today, that disbelief diminished, and I started to yearn for the heavenly Bread. I was ready to cross the Tiber.
I spent over a year in a tiny parish in Ankara, going through the Gospel of St. Matthew with other catechumens. Not long before my confirmation into the Church, I had to move to England for my graduate studies. As it happened, I was to go through a second RCIA (catechumenate) and wait almost another year before I could receive the Eucharist, but the wait was worth it. 
During the Easter Vigil of 2008, in St. Cuthbert’s Church of Durham, England, I received Our Lord in the Eucharist for the first time. Since that day, I have discovered an endless ocean teeming with life in the Catholic Church, with her saints, theology, and liturgy. When I became Protestant, I had simply got off the train one stop too soon.

While studying in England, I met my husband and moved to the US. Nine years and four children later, my days as a Muslim and an atheist sometimes feel like a dream. With His grace and love, the Lord healed my wounds and brought something wonderful out of a broken past.

And he who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” – Revelation 21:5
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