
Purity, and especially cultural and religious ideas about purity which impact ways in which 
women are perceived, is rapidly becoming a hot topic in contemporary discourse.  In light 
of this the focus of this our second web magazine is timely: we are not only looking at a 
topic which cross-cultural workers in majority Muslim countries have been surprised to 
find to be a key to understanding local attitudes and behaviours but one which is rising 
high amongst concerns of feminist activists and within global media debates about 
equality and human rights.  Campaigners from within and across many cultures are 
engaging the topic in various ways. Before explaining how we are covering the topic in this 
edition of the webzine let me give you a couple of examples.

If, as a woman, you stop for a comfort break at a UK motorway service station you discover 
yourself a sitting target for a fundraising and awareness campaign. A charity providing 
tampons for refugees has put posters on the back of each cubicle doors of the Ladies 
Toilets at every service area. The posters evoke empathy between sisters of different 
cultures who understand the embarrassment and confusion that all going through puberty 
experience (for similar web campaigns and related articles see - Lunapads, Onegirl, Action 
Aid, Syria. What the campaign hints at is the less understood isolation and social control 
which likely adds to the shock these orphaned refugee girls experience as their body takes 
them into womanhood. Different community ideas about purity, rooted in religion and/or 
dominant culture, lie behind very different experiences and emergent sense of identity.

The second example was a piece on the radio which illustrates the existence of a confusing 
clash of perspectives on the topic of purity and hints at how this touches identity.  A 
UK-based Asian-background woman journalist recounted returning to India to attend the 
Hindu funeral of her grandmother. She was clearly shocked, and still irate, at not being 
able to go into the temple for the actual ceremony because in the car journey there she had 
called out to fellow women passengers to ask if someone had a tampon as her period had 
started.  Female members of her family now banished her from going into the temple. They 
made no exception for the fact that she had spent much time and money in order to attend 
this unrepeatable, important family event. She clearly found such religious sensibilities 
to be degrading and discriminating in their ‘outmoded’ attitudes to women’s bodies, using 
opportunity on the BBC to raise the issue. 

The set of articles which make up this webzine will help you reflect on things these 
examples raise. Our leading interest, however, is more fundamental.  The articles include 
details that relate to various religions, but they are particularly geared to providing 
orientation to ideas about purity that shape attitudes within Muslim communities, and to 
bringing clarity about detail in the Bible that informs Christian attitudes and responses. 
They are intended to enable us to be better equipped to understand our Muslim friends, and 
to have integrity in the ways we represent and share the hope of Christ.  In doing so they 
show what lies behind sensibilities and so have potential to help us reframe the way we 
engage the wider secular-modernist discussion.  

The scene is set, in our first article, through the sharing of mum talk after a child vomited. 
Reflecting on that, and other conversations with Muslim women, Inneke (the author) 
observes ‘... if I have learnt nothing else from Islam it is that faith is carried out in the body.’  
The lesson is, surely, a good one.  The arising questions, though, are whether we agree 
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about the way(s) it is carried out and what lies behind (or is the goal in front of)  
our conclusions.

The first article especially draws on experiences in an Indonesian context. The second is a 
short summary provided by a sister of Shi’ite background.  In its simplicity it goes to the 
heart of the matter: purity depends on small things so ‘you never know if you are clean 
and pure in Islam.’ Opportunities to pray, and social interaction, are proscribed by the 
uncertainty.

The third article is co-authored from within East Africa, by women especially familiar 
with African traditional religions and varied expressions of Islam. Helpfully they express a 
common sense that does not so naturally occur to the Western mindset when they observe 
that ‘adherents live in certain ways in order to meet the demands of purity in their religion’.  
The article draws attention to unexpected examples such as the ‘Miss Muslim’ beauty 
pageant. They also draw attention to the ways ideas around FGM, and much current folk 
Islamic practice, are rooted in fears and beliefs about purity.

With broad context set, the rest of the articles explore detail. Moyra Dale and Katherine 
Smith are excellent guides to understanding the authoritative texts.  Moyra provides a 
comprehensive comparison of Christian scriptures (the Old and New Testaments) and the 
Muslim authoritative texts (the Qur’an and Hadith). A summary of her perspective can be 
found as a WhenWomenSpeak blog, but this much longer consolidation and distillation 
deserves a wide readership.  Here she sets gives careful attention to the Levitical purity 
codes and purity issues in the New Testament on the one hand, alongside responsible 
presentation of defilement and purity in Islam’s texts on the other.  Common ground is 
shown to challenge some of the categories and ways in which Christians tend to think as 
Moyra challenges us to be willing to take on new conversation topics.  

The penultimate article on purity, which like the first is rooted in experience in Indonesia, 
considers the connection between beliefs and health. A medical practitioner provides 
insights about women whose life routines are more likely shaped by fears about bad spirits 
exploiting polluted conditions than any formal ideas about ways in which ritual cleanliness 
affects access to God. The article gives helpful overview, examples and proposals for loving 
Christian response.

Katherine Smith’s article on the topic of purity develops the understanding that ritual, 
worldview and story are intrinsically bound. Different communities can become confused 
and offended by one another because they don’t share a ‘common sense’ forged by 
matching story, ritual and worldview.  The different stories, and the differences within 
stories, in the Bible and the Qur’an, lies behind (and in front of) the differences in the 
embodied faith of our different faith communities.  Katherine summarises the Islamic 
perspective to show that attitudes to purity are bound up with assumptions about the 
nature of Allah. Then she shows, through surveying the more extensive biblical material, 
that emphasises the holiness of YHWH sets the context for understanding the incarnation 
and work of Jesus.

Time and again consideration of the topic of purity reminds us of the astonishing 
interactions, miracles and statements of our Lord, Jesus Christ.  We find ourselves looking 
through a prism which brings sharp focus to the way he subverted common views as he 
reformed distorted understanding.  Each article gives pause for reflection: you may not 
wholly agree with some.  Do share feedback and insights on the forum.  
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For those who want to follow-up or think through the topic further there are other helpful resources 
of various kinds.  They include the Bible Project YouTube clip on ‘Holiness’.  Thinking Biblically about 
Islam by Ida Glaser (Langham, 2016: especially chapter 12) is very helpful if you are looking for 
Christian reflection on overlaps in Islamic and Jewish approaches to purity and law. Alabaster by 
Chris Aslan (Lion Hudson, 2016) provides fictional exploration into overlaps between 1st Century AD 
community attitudes. 

The great Christian insight is that Jesus is the key to making sense of requirements to be pure in 
light of the holiness of God.  His teachings, his example and his atoning death set the context for life 
affirming, socially engaged lifestyles to be lived freely by women and men wherever his good news 
takes root.

Understanding the background to his life and ministry – the one metanarrative that makes sense 
of human experience – enables us to appreciate deep-rooted attitudes within Muslim communities.  
Consideration of a topic which explains the fears and marginalisation of many women in majority 
Muslim contexts explains too why those who learn of Jesus find him so attractive.

Understanding of the topic also gives clues about sensibilities that lie behind clashes between 
secular-modernism framing of human experience and those shaped by religious faith.  For secular-
modernism the defining language is that of human rights and freedoms rather than God’s holiness.  
At worst secular-modernism degenerates to a valueless, isolating, nihilism: anything goes and its 
none of your business how destructive that might be. At worst religiosity is obsessive, judgemental, 
controlling and stifling.  Neither extreme is good for humanity or society.  The good news of Jesus 
might be described as sitting at the meeting point, exposing petty regulations for what they are 
whilst demonstrating how to bring respect and dignity.  

At conclusion, then, we find ourselves compelled to share the Good News. Not least with this in 
mind, we end this webzine with a paper on fruitful ministry practices among women workers by 
‘Fruitful Practice Research’.  It closes with the hope that ‘this study contributes to the mission 
community’s understanding, not only of fruitful ministry among Muslims, but also the spiritual lives 
and growth of women’.  They are good words with which to commend all the articles in this issue of 
the webzine: may you find them helpful and enriching.
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