
Chanting the Bible and Qur’an  
as a discipleship aid for Muslim Background Believers
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Mat Hunter 

 

“Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, 

nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 

but his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day 

and night. 

He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its 

season, 

and its leaf does not wither. 

In all that he does, he prospers.” 

Psalm 1:1-3 (ESV) 

 

In my recent time living in Central Africa, I inquired of a BMB (believer from a Muslim 

background) friend of mine about what aspects of Islamic culture he missed now that 

he was following Issa (name for Jesus in Qur’an). He promptly told me that he missed 

being in the mosque with the community and reciting the Qur’an together. I suggested 

that he attempt to chant the Injeel (name for Gospel in Qur’an) we had been studying 

which was translated into the local Arabic dialect. He stopped and with an inquisitive 

look asked me, “Can I?” I told him, “Of course, give it a go!” We opened up to the 

Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) and my friend proceeded to chant the scripture just as he 
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had done with the Qur’an. He chanted in a beautiful tone, with much feeling and 

emotion, and when he finished he looked at me surprised and said, ‘That’s beautiful!’ 

For my friend, the scripture had come alive to him in a whole new way. The 

reverence the scriptures deserved was manifested in the chanting style he had been 

brought up with. Without the chant, the scriptures felt almost lifeless, void of flavour 

and colour. We then turned to the Psalms, and immediately the poetry and beauty with 

which they were created was brought to life, as my friend, with great emotion and 

intensity, chanted the Psalms. For him, the Holy Scriptures were truly honoured and 

the words venerated in the form of chant. Up until now, he had been reading that 

which was holy, but without the appropriate adornment which he felt it deserved. 

Suddenly however, the holy truths of the Bible were enhanced with the enchanting 

colour and nasality of voice and rhythm. 

Culturally Appropriate Worship 

This paper will discuss the need to contextualize such worship practices as recitation 

and its incorporation into Christian liturgy of corporate worship and individual 

devotion. It considers the history of chanting in the Judeo-Christian culture with a 

focus on the role of the Psalms in liturgical worship. The paper describes Islamic 

traditions of recitation and argues for chanting as a culturally contextualised form of 

worship that aids the discipling of believers from a Muslim background in particular. 

This article is an introduction and brief exploration of recitation in order to open up a 

discussion concerning the place of recitation of the Bible among BMBs. 

When discipling BMBs there are a number of factors which can challenge 

believers’ steady growth to maturity in the faith - community pressures, identity 

struggles, and the process of adapting to a new culture when becoming a follower of 
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Jesus. The process of contextualization looks to minimize such cultural changes for a 

believer and allows them to express their new faith in a culturally relevant way. One 

area of contextualization which needs to be further explored is the way in which both 

an individual and community of believers express their worship, and as a result, their 

spiritual growth in their new-found faith. 

Ruth Nicholls, a missionary in Asia who has a focus on fostering spiritual growth 

amongst Muslim seekers says, BMB spiritual growth is fostered by using culturally 

relevant, purposefully created liturgies that function like spiritual disciplines within 

the context of corporate worship.’35 Nicholls explains that liturgies are common in 

Islam for daily ‘growing’ and ‘maturing’ and it is these liturgies, also described as cultic 

practices, which ‘give visibility to a society’s cosmic beliefs.’36 

  A. Scott Moreau, a missiologist at Wheaton College Graduate School, also 

describes discipleship as a process which is facilitated by providing a culturally 

appropriate environment.37 Moreau sees cultic practices or ‘rituals’ as a key part of 

every Christians’ spiritual growth, whether it be private study of the scriptures, prayer 

or gathering in a corporate worship context. Each of these activities, he says, is 

performed in a ritualistic manner for the purpose of spiritual growth. They function in 

a much broader sense within a culture also. Moreau explains: 

                                                   
 

 
35 Ruth Nicholls, “Liturgy to Focus Mind and Heart: Fostering Spiritual Growth among Muslim Seekers” in Longing for 
Community: Church Ummah, or Somewhere in Between? (edited by David Greenlee; Pasadena, CA.: William Carey Library, 
2013), p. 205. 
36 Nicholls, p. 207. 
37 A. Scott Moreau, E. H. Campbell, and S. Greener, Effective Intercultural Communication: A Christian Perspective (Grand 
Rapids, MI.: Baker Academic, 2014), p. 271. 
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“Rituals are used for multiple purposes in societies. People in honor-

oriented cultures expect to use rituals for such things as affirming their 

social and historic identity, transitioning from one type of status to 

another, and reminding them of who they are and how they are expected 

to properly relate to others.”38 

However, since the Reformation, the idea of ‘empty ritual’ has been opposed in 

evangelical circles and a focus on ‘relationship’ is more common. Moreau explains that 

this emphasis overlooks the inherent ritualistic nature in many of our activities within 

the evangelical church. As a result, missionaries have tended to leave out significant 

rituals in a culture that can be contextualized and incorporated in a new disciples’ 

worship. He says of missionaries: ‘At best they may work to contextualize liturgical 

New Testament rituals such as communion and baptism. However, they are likely to 

ignore or suppress important indigenous rituals that may be adaptable to church life’.39 

If we look within our culture, we can find many ‘rituals’ - though we may not 

recognize them as such - which act to build up a sense of identity or cultural 

awareness within our society. Moreau illustrates,  

                                                   
 

 
38 Moreau, p. 274. 
39 Moreau, p. 275. 
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“Saluting the flag and saying some type of pledge is intended to 

invigorate patriotism, wedding anniversaries revitalize a marriage, and 

weekly church services refresh our faith […] When properly 

contextualized, rituals draw on and reinforce cultural values related to 

connectedness and religious devotion, bringing people closer to Christ and 

his body.”40  

Chanting in early Jewish and Christian Traditions 

The first references to chanting in the Bible dates back to the time of Ezra the prophet 

around 510 B.C.E. The passage in Nehemiah 8:8 regarding the prophets’ reading of the 

book of the law is believed to refer to the particular melodic cadences and the 

punctuation with which he read, known as cantillation.41 As we will explore, cantillation 

has a rich tradition throughout Judaism, early Christianity, and even in some contexts, 

to present expressions of Christianity. The emphasis on cantillation has always been in 

order to highlight and bring out the substance of the chant which is the scriptures 

itself. Andrew Wilson-Dickson, a composer and expert in early music explains, 

‘cantillation of scripture was a potent reminder of the sanctity of the scriptures, 

setting the word of God apart from the unsanctified conversations of daily life. This 

won the chant a central place in Hebrew worship.’42 

  

                                                   
 

 
40 Moreau, p. 277. 
41 Marsha B. Edelman, “Cantillation, Chanting, or Leyning the Bible” My Jewish Learning 
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/cantillation-chanting-the-bible/ (accessed 28/09/17). 
42 Andrew Wilson-Dickson, The Story of Christian Music: From Gregorian Chant to Black Gospel (Oxford, England: Lion 
Publishing, 1992), p. 23. 
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Eric Werner in his book, The Sacred Bridge, also explores the tradition of chant in 

early Judaism and Christianity, linking it to music traditions. He affirms the principle 

that the musical element of chant was to highlight the importance of the scriptures. 

He notes that the emphasis on chanting scripture was a common one amongst ancient 

civilizations acknowledging the effect music had on the emotions. Certain types of 

music and modes brought about particular moods and feelings and thus the 

accompaniment of scripture with music was encouraged to enhance such emotion and 

add weight to the scripture.43 The common understanding of what it meant to chant 

was ‘to furnish the words and sentences with the most appropriate phonetic 

inflection’44 and was a much more common practice with scripture and liturgical texts 

than today. 

In the wider Jewish tradition, rabbinic literature is replete with admonitions to 

chant. Rabbi Johanan (30-90 CE), a predominant writer of the Jewish Mishnah 

(collection of Jewish oral traditions, also known as Oral Torah), was known to  

have said: 

                                                   
 

 
43 Eric Werner, The Sacred Bridge: The Interdependence of Liturgy and Music in Synagogue and Church during the First 
Millennium (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), 102 
44 Werner, p. 104. 
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“Concerning anyone who reads from the Torah without melody or studies 

the Mishnah without a song, the verse states: “So too I gave them laws 

that were not good and judgements whereby they should not live” as one 

who studies Torah through song demonstrates that he is fond of his 

learning. Furthermore, the tune helps him remember what he has 

learned.”45  

Thus, in the Jewish tradition, chant became an important part of the liturgy and 

was found in the sacrificial cult at the temple in Jerusalem, in the services of local 

synagogues and even in private devotions.46  

The liturgy at the temple became a very well organized and oiled machine, 

leaving the synagogue to play a different role. As Werner points out, ‘The temple had 

developed a type of liturgy which, with its hierarchy, its sacrificial cult, and its rigid 

organization, engendered a sharp distinction between the officers of the ritual and the 

community of the faithful, the latter being almost passive bystanders.’47 This was 

partly due to the lack of education amongst the congregations as well as limited copies 

of scripture available.48 Lay people, therefore were unable to read and recite scripture. 

The cantillation became an important part in liturgy because of this, for those who 

wish to participate in the liturgy, were able to listen to a solo cantor as he recited the 

precious scriptures.  

                                                   
 

 
45 The Bible verse quoted is Ezekiel 20:25, https://www.sefaria.org/Megillah.32a.1-18?lang=bi 
46 Werner, p. 17. 
47 Werner, p. 25. 
48 Dom Daniel Saulnier, OSB, Gregorian Chant: A Guide to the History and Liturgy (Trans. Dr. Mary Berry, CBE., Brewster, 
Massachusetts: Paraclete Press, 2009), p. 37. 
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The development of the melodies of the chant were largely derived from the 

punctuation of phrases and sentences in the scriptures. The natural flow of the voice 

when speaking, was embellished with melody. Wilson-Dickson refers to this chanting 

as ‘a kind of heightened speech’49 and explains; ‘In many languages, a question is 

conveyed by raising the pitch of the voice at the end of a sentence, and this becomes 

part of the grammar of … chant. A full stop is conveyed by a fall in the voice, and 

likewise a comma.’50 The word ornaments can describe this rise and fall in pitch, 

however not in the same manner as the later musical tradition meant it, where it was 

seen largely as an optional or superfluous musical feature.  

Within cantillation, however, ornamentation highlights the grammar and the 

meaning of the text and thus was considered a very important part of liturgy.51 The 

correct accentuation and pronunciation of the Hebrew Bible were passed down orally 

until the Masoretes of the 6th Century began to notate the vowels and punctuation in a 

system of 28 symbols called neumes (ta’amim). Since their final codification about A.D. 

850, these accents have remained intact and continue to be used in  

synagogues today.52 

This system of chanting developed throughout early Jewish and Christian 

liturgy to the point where there was quite a significant embellishment in the voice 

which became normal for cantillation. The early church theologian St. Augustine was 

well acquainted with the cantillation of scripture and emphasized the importance of 

                                                   
 

 
49 Wilson-Dickson, p. 36. 
50 Wilson-Dickson, p. 36. 
51 Saulnier, p. 31.  
52 Werner, p. 105. 
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music and singing within worship. There seemed to have been different traditions of 

chanting by his time. For example, Augustine comments in his book, ‘Confessions’, ‘that 

Athanasius used to oblige the readers to recite the psalms with such slight modulation 

of the voice that they seemed to be speaking rather than chanting’.53  

Today different chanting traditions remain within Christianity although it has 

largely disappeared within evangelical Protestantism. In the Catholic tradition, 

chanting remained an important part of the liturgy of the church. Pope Pius X wanted 

chant to be ‘not as an isolated thing to be evaluated merely by musical standards, but 

as a complement or integral part of the liturgical life of the Church’54 In Taizé, France, 

Brother Roger Schutz founded a community which housed families and refugees of 

war. The community developed and many pilgrims came to Taizé every year to worship, 

pray and meditate. Today ‘Taizé is an international ecumenical community composed of 

more than one hundred monks from Catholic and various Protestant backgrounds from 

more than twenty-five nations.’55 Christian George, a professor of historical theology 

visited the Taizé community and shares his experiences. He writes, ‘the chanting of 

Taizé freed my songs of praise to fall from my head where I knew them, to my heart 

where I felt them, to my hands where I could live them.’56 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
53 St. Augustine, The Confessions of St. Augustine (Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker Book House, 2005), p. 168. 
54 Rembert Bularzik, “Gregorian Chant in its Liturgical Setting” Orate Fratres 8 no 9 (1934), p. 400. 
55 Christian George, Sacred travels: recovering the ancient practice of pilgrimage. (Downer Grove, Il.: IVP Academic  
2006), p. 120. 
56 George, p. 123. 
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The Liturgical Role of the Psalms 

In the temple, the liturgies consisted of daily cantillation of the Psalms. On the first 

day: Psalm 24, on the second: Psalm 48, on the third: Psalm 82, on the fourth: Psalm 

94, on the fifth: Psalm 81, on the sixth: 93, on the seventh: Psalm 92.57 These were 

usually chanted but with a single stringed instrument. There were a number of 

indicators throughout the writings of the Psalms to indicate punctuation and to aid 

with chanting. Selah usually indicated a pause and a change of section in the Psalm and 

is still included in some translations today. Anah indicated ‘respond’ and would often 

mean there would be a repeat of a phrase in response to someone’s lead. Psalm 136 is 

a good example of this, where perhaps a leader will chant the first line, ‘Give thanks to 

the LORD, for he is good’ and the congregation would respond ‘for his love endures 

forever’ (ESV).58 The music is what emphasizes the words of the psalms; it ‘does not 

attempt to describe the meaning of the text, but rather adorns or clothes the words  

in song.’59 

Unlike modern poetry or music, there was not a steady rhythm or beat to which 

the text was subject. The psalms however had strong and weak stresses with which 

the music would follow but it wasn’t a regular beat like we might imagine in a 4:4 time 

signature. Therefore, Wilson-Dickson says, ‘the musical rhythm was […] probably 

dictated by the text and not confined to a steady beat, while the melodic scheme 

would have to be able to accommodate irregular verse-lengths.’60 Some modern 

                                                   
 

 
57 Wilson-Dickson, p. 20. 
58 Wilson-Dickson, p. 21. 
59 Wilson-Dickson, p. 36. 
60 Wilson-Dickson, p. 21. 
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translations of the Bible such as the ‘Jerusalem Bible’ focus on bringing out these 

weak and strong stresses in the Psalms.61  

The accents and regulations with which scripture is to be read came with 

certain modes that were designated to various portions of scripture. For example the 

Haftara musical mode is used for the ‘prophetic lesson of the Synagogue’ which is 

different from the mode used when the Torah is chanted.62 Similarly, some of the 

Psalms have written in their title, the name of the mode or melodic formula that is to 

be used to chant with. For the most part, the chant followed the grammatical outline 

of the Psalms which had each verse divided into two complementary halves. Each half 

would be based around a four-note tetra-chord within an eight-note melodic scale. 

Below is the one such eight note scale known as the Dorian mode divided into its  

two halves: 

  

 

 

The first part of the verse would be chanted to the single base pitch like a drone 

called the ‘tenor’ and then a slight melodic bend using the remaining notes of the 

tetrachord would indicate the half way point of the verse. The singer would then chant 

                                                   
 

 
61 Wilson-Dickson, p. 21. 
62 Werner, p. 103. 
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the second half using the upper part of the eight-note scale and finishing with a more 

elaborate bend to end the verse.63 Throughout early manuscripts of the Psalms, 

printed marks were given to guide the singer in incorporating the musical phrases on 

to the text. 

Qur’anic Recitation 

The Islamic tradition of ‘reciting’ the Qur’an is an important spiritual practice for 

Muslims. The word ‘Qur’an’ is Arabic meaning ‘recitation.’ Unless it is delivered in a 

‘chanted’ form, it cannot be truly called ‘the recitation’.64 The form of chanting comes 

from the Qur’an’s command: ‘recite the Qur’an slowly and distinctly’ (Al-Muzzamil 

73:4)65 and is expanded upon in the Jalalayn Commentary (one of the Islamic world’s 

most widely known commentaries): ‘recite the Qur’an, recite it carefully, in a measured 

tone.’66 Muhammad’s cousin and fourth caliph of Islam, Ali, was known to have 

explained this verse, saying, ‘(distinctly) means: to pronounce the letters with tajwid 

and know where to pause.”67  

Tajwid in Arabic literally means ‘to improve’ or ‘to do better’ and can be defined 

as ‘the knowledge and application of the rules of recitation as practised by the 

Prophet.’68 Tajwid is the rigorous set of rules to be adhered to in the Islamic tradition 

of recitation of the scripture. These were constructed and developed by scholars to aid 

                                                   
 

 
63 Wilson-Dickson, p. 36. 
64 Frederick. M. Denny & Rodney L. Taylor (eds.) The Holy Book in Comparative Perspective (Columbia, SC.: University of South 
Carolina, 1985), p. 4. 
65 The Qur’an, trans. by M. A. S. Abdul Haleem, Oxford, UK.: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 421. 
66 J. Al-din Al-Mahalli, and J. Al-din Al-Suyuti. Tafsir Al-Jalalayn (ed. Ghazi bin Muhammad bin Talal, Trans. Feras Hamza, 
Amman, Jordan.: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2007), p. 697. 
67 Khalifa Ezzat, A Guide to the Principles of Tajwid (London: Islamic Cultural Centre, 2009), p. 15. 
68 Ezzat, p. 15. 
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learners to recite the Qur’an with precision.69 They explain the details of the correct 

way of reciting the Qur’an including rhythm, timbre, sectioning of the text, and 

phonetics; as well as the rules and observances necessary for reciters including the 

use of ‘pauses’ and ‘stops’ known as waqf.70 The importance of retaining these rules is 

stressed because it is believed that the Qur’an must be preserved in the manner in 

which it was revealed to the prophet Mohammad.71 The act of simply reading the 

Qur’an as is, is seen by Muslims to be devaluing the revelation of the Qur’an. Reciting it 

in a chanting style is seen to reflect more accurately the glory with which it was given 

to the Prophet.  

Muslims believe that the Qur’an was revealed through recitation. The first 

revelation to Muhammad is believed to have been the command to recite. The hadith 

expains that one night, when Muhammad was in his cave, the Archangel Gabriel came 

to him and said ‘Recite!’ to which he replied mā anā biqāri’in (I am not a reciter). The 

angel repeated a second time, and a third time to which Mohammad said, “What shall I 

recite?” and Gabriel revealed the first passage of the “Recitation”.72 The Angel recited 

in its correct pronunciation (with the rules of tajwid) and it was then passed on to the 

Prophet’s followers orally.73 In the 9th Century, a well-known Imam, Abu ‘Ubayd al-

Qasim ibn Salam compiled a work entitled Kitab al-Qira’at in which he articulated the 

                                                   
 

 
69 Muhammad Fathi, “Introduction to Tajwid and Rules of Reading Qur’an” About Islam (May 01, 2017), 
http://aboutislam.net/shariah/quran/introduction-to-the-quran/introduction-to-tajwid-and-rules-of-reading-quran/ 
(accessed 26/07/17). 
70 K. Nelson, The art of reciting the Qur’an (New York, NY: The American University in Cairo Press, 2001), p. xvii. 
71 Nelson, p. xv. 
72 Denny, p. 89. 
73 Ezzat, p. 16. 
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science of tajwid and the rules for correct recitation.74 Since then, many scholars have 

written various extensive works detailing the science. 

The command to recite is a serious one and is not taken lightly in an Islamic 

context. The Imam Ibn Al-Jazari (1350-1429) of Damascus, a well-known scholar of 

tajwid,75 is reported as having written in his famous tajwid manual, ‘Al-Muqaddimah’, “It 

is incumbent to observe the rules of tajwid; those who fail to do so are incurring a sin 

because the Qur’an was revealed by Allah and transmitted to us with the rules of 

tajwid.”76 However while there are grave consequences of incorrectly reciting, there 

are also great rewards for those who do so correctly, as, the famous traditionalist Al-

Bukhari (810-870) explains in the Hadith: “The Messenger of Allah said, ‘Such a person 

as recites the Qur’an and masters it by heart, will be with the noble, righteous scribes 

(in heaven). And such a person exerts himself to learn the Qur’an by heart, and recites 

it with great difficulty, will have a double reward.”77  

The importance is understood by all, and thus, the recitation of the Qur’an is 

taught from an early age, as Frederick M. Denny, a professor of comparative religion at 

the University of Chicago states: 

                                                   
 

 
74 Ezzat, p. 7. 
75 Ideal Muslimah, “Imaam Ibn Al-Jazari” Ideal Muslimah http://idealmuslimah.com/personalities/mencholars/515-imaam-
ibn-al-jazari.html (accessed 26/09/17). 
76 Muhammad Fathi, (accessed 26/07/17). 
77 The Hadith, Sahih Al-Bukhari (trans. M. Muhsin Khan, Book 60 no. 459). 
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 “If the appreciation of the Qur’an is an acquired taste, it is acquired very 

early by Muslims, who then nurture and preserve it throughout their lives, 

not only in prayer and the celebrations that feature chanting, but also in 

the visual realm, because the calligraphy of the Qur’anic Arabic has 

provided the fundamental aesthetic of Islamic art and decoration.”78 

Denny further explains that the Qur’an’s ‘sheer rhetorical excellence and 

power…was from the beginning regarded as proof of its divine origin.’79 

Modes of Recitation 

One aspect that gives Qur’anic recitation its unique sound is the musical modes with 

which the reciter chants, known as ‘maqamat’. Of the different modes used in classical 

Arabic music to recite the Qur’an, the twelve main maqamat are: rast, bayyati, saba, 

hijaz, nahawand, nakriz, nawa, athar, sikah, huzam, jiharkah and ajam. 80 Reciting the 

Qur’an in any other musical style is considered by Muslims to lose its ‘soul or feeling’: 

‘It is like putting your pants on your head and your hat on your feet. You don’t go to the 

mosque in your swimsuit; you don’t swim in your prayer clothes. The Qur’an has its  

own clothes’.81  

The most common mode, in which the opening chapter of the Qur’an – al-fatiha 

– is often recited, is the bayyati mode, notated as follows: 82 

                                                   
 

 
78 Denny, p. 97. 
79 Denny, p. 88. 
80 A. K Rasmussen, Women, the recited Qur’an, and Islamic music in Indonesia (eBook collection (EBSCOhost); Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2010), p. 77. 
81 Rasmussen, p. 85. 
82 This is the most accurate notation of the mode which has its limitations when transcribing into western notation. 
http://www.maqamworld.com/maqamat/bayati.html#bayati 
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These modes however, are defined among Qur’anic reciters more by the phrases 

and improvised nature of the human voice than by their intervallic structure. Thus, the 

western style format of notating the particular intervals of the mode is uncommon and 

learning these modes is a process that is passed on orally.83 The above-notated bayyati 

mode is written to its best approximation in the western style notation. 

It is important to note that Qur’anic recitation is widely viewed amongst 

Muslims as being a distinct medium from music in general. There is quite a long-

standing debate over the issue of music and its role in the Islamic religion, known as 

the sama’ debate, which has often polarized Muslim scholars. Both views concur that 

music is a strong and influential force, but one argues that it ‘is a force which distracts 

from — if not actually interferes with — the struggle to achieve God's will,’ whereas 

the other says ‘music is a neutral force which, (when) channeled and regulated, can 

just as well lead to God as away from Him.’84 

For reciters of the Qur’an, using maqamat modes is important for teaching and 

memorizing the Qur’an, and also safeguards the Qur’an from being the ‘creation of any 

individual’. When using these modal forms, the improvisational nature in recitation 

                                                   
 

 
83 Rasmussen, p. 94. 
84 Nelson, p. 50. 
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means that no two performances are the same, thus there is no fixed ‘tune’ or ‘song’ 

attached to the divine scripture so as to make it a man-made creation.’85 This emphasis 

on the divine nature of the scriptures is very important and is the reason the rules of 

tajwid are so important in its recitation. Muslims believe the Qur’an to be the word of 

God in its divine language - Arabic. This revelation is not only central to the life and 

culture of Muslims by its written words, but by its sound. One scholar of Qur’anic 

recitation, Kristina Nelson states, ‘The Qur’an is not the Qur’an unless it is heard.’86 

Rasmussen adds that ‘the musical line should always be subordinate to the text,’ and 

often what happens is that those who have had experience in singing secular music or 

even involvement in the call to prayer, because of its ‘free’ nature, often find it difficult 

returning to the confines of Qur’anic recitation. 87 

The recitation of the Qur’an can be further divided into two styles particular to 

different cultural settings. The mujawwad style is used for public settings with its 

characteristics of drama within its melody and vocal artistry, whereas murattal style is 

used for more private settings.88 The mujawwad style is very melismatic in nature; 

vocal artistry is common and the melody of each syllable is embellished. One syllable 

can include many different pitches over an extended musical phrase and can jump 

between differing tonal registers at every verse. This style is often used in public 

performances and individual artistry and improvisation is encouraged. 

                                                   
 

 
85 Rasmussen, p. 88. 
86 Nelson, p. xiv. 
87 Rasmussen, p. 100. 
88 Nelson, p. xxv. 
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In contrast, the purpose of murattal is the clear articulation of the text for 

maximum understanding of meaning. In order to ensure this, each syllable of the text is 

given one or at maximum, two pitches. The voice is in a low tone, and its range rarely 

exceeds an interval of a fourth. Its intent is that listeners can hear the text clearly so 

as to facilitate contemplation and meditation.89 

Towards a Biblical tajwid 

Unfortunately, as many Muslims around the world come to follow Christ, they lack an 

appropriate form to express worship like that which is so familiar and beautiful to 

Muslims. In the final section of this paper, I will discuss examples from my time in 

Central Africa using a recording of a local reciting of scripture to help us pursue 

further options of encouraging local BMBs to express their worship in this way. 

Muslims believe this practice to be necessary in order to receive mercy and blessing 

from God, and this can be an important issue in its contexualization. The motivation of 

the activity must be addressed in order that the word ‘may dwell in (believers)’ (Col 

3:16) and not be merely ritualistic or void of meaning. The scope, however, of such a 

practice is far reaching, and can be used for evangelism, teaching – particularly for the 

illiterate, and liturgical worship. What would Islamic style recitation look like in the 

context of Christian worship? How might the rules of tajwid apply within a biblical 

theology of worship? Would such an activity be seen as a ritual? And would this have a 

positive or negative affect on disciples’ spiritual growth? 

                                                   
 

 
89 Nelson, p. 107. 
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As seen above, for Muslims recitation is a very important practice with a strong 

emphasis on the correct way of reciting. Penalties apply for an incorrect application of 

the rules of tajwid. Indeed, for Muslims, it is a practice which is necessary in order to 

acquire merit or rewards from God. The more one recites, it is believed, the more 

rewards or blessings one receives. However, this is a fundamentally futile motive from 

a biblical point of view and needs to be addressed. Perhaps the clearest explanation of 

this is found in Romans 12:1; ‘in view of God’s mercy…offer your bodies as living 

sacrifices…this is your spiritual act of worship’ (NIV). Here we clearly see the 

difference, whereas in the Muslim understanding, such ‘worship’ is to be done in order 

to acquire God’s mercy from a biblical point of view, such worship is in view of  

God’s mercy. 

However, the act of reciting the Bible is one that obviously facilitates 

memorization and recollection of scripture which is often encouraged within scripture 

itself. Nicholls says, ‘the memorization of Scripture and its recitation is enjoined within 

the Scriptures; the call to “bring to mind” and “remember” is a constant theme. For 

people from an oral social background, remembering through recitation, some using 

song, is important.’90 Nicholls notes the use of ‘The Lords’ Prayer’ in this context, 

which has been used within the church for centuries in a recitation style, to teach 

fundamental doctrine and theology. Thus, we can conclude that recitation of scripture 

in general, - at least sections such as the Psalms - can be easily contextualized for 

BMBs as an activity of spiritual formation which can have great impact on believers’ 

growth to maturity. 

                                                   
 

 
90 Nicholls, p. 215. 
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The example was given at the beginning of this paper of a Central African friend 

who chanted the Magnificat and Psalms in a traditional way known to him. What 

allowed my friend to chant in this way was simply the permission that was given to 

him. He hadn’t thought it possible to incorporate such an activity into his worship. 

Recitation is not my area of expertise (he gave me an opportunity to attempt the 

recitation, but to no avail – the Arabic maqam mode was far from natural to my 

westernized ears which were attuned only to the common major and minor scales). It 

is, however, his area of expertise and something he has been doing since childhood. 

Thus, it is important to note that this potential form of worship is not something that 

can be taught or owned by western missionaries but something that can only be 

encouraged and given permission. Thus, I present the following two questions for 

missionaries to ponder: 

1. What are the possibilities and scope of such a practice? 

For most Muslims, the tawraat, zabuur, and injeel are all books that have been 

spoken of with honour and reverence, however few have actually read such 

books and fewer still, have even heard a single scripture from them. 

Unfortunately, often a Muslim’s first exposure to the scriptures is in the 

context of a Christian reading them who potentially fails to deliver the 

scripture with the appropriate honour with which Muslims often associate 

them. For example, a mistreatment of the physical book of the Bible or a 

quotation given in a language other than that which is considered holy 

(Arabic), can reinforce believed negative stereotypes about scriptures and the 

‘people of the book’. 
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Recitation of the Bible can be a powerful tool in allowing those who have 

ears, to hear and opening Muslims’ hearts up to the book of the law, the 

prayers of David, or the teachings of Jesus. If a Muslim heard the scriptures 

delivered in the familiar and pious manner of recitation, it would break down 

long held stereotypes about the scriptures and would allow them to feel 

comfortable in listening to them as the words of Truth. The recitation of the 

Bible has potential to be a powerful tool of evangelism throughout the  

Islamic world. 

The recitation of scripture in a developing world context plays a similar 

role to that which it had in early Judaism and Christianity. Where the large 

portion of the community were illiterate and unable to read the scriptures for 

themselves, a single chanter, reciting the scriptures acted as an important 

teaching tool for those who were unable to do so. Within an oral society, 

listening to scripture is a far more natural and effective way of receiving the 

scriptures and ‘delighting and meditating on the law’ as the Psalms exhort. 

2. In what ways can we encourage this form of worship among BMBs? 

It is only in recent years that dialects and other languages have had Bibles 

translated using the Arabic alphabet. Up until recently ‘low registers’ and 

other languages have been produced in the Roman alphabet. But a shift has 

occurred in the understanding of the weight of the Arabic alphabet within 

Muslim societies. This shift needs to continue to further include aspects of 

Islamic culture within the translations of the Bible, such as using the symbols 

of tajwid within scripture. I stated earlier that it was the permission I gave my 

friend, that led him to enjoy the full extent of worship within the scripture 
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reading he had been brought up with. In printed scripture, the symbols of 

tajwid could give an individual permission to chant the scriptures and enjoy 

the beautification of the Word of God. Below is a sample suggestion of 

scripture with the symbols of Tajwid based on my friend’s recording of Psalm 

1 (in his dialect: 

 

 

 

The transcription above has been written as an approximation, with the 

tonality been notated to the nearest quarter-tone within the parameters of the 

various maqamat, and the rhythm similarly has been transcribed to the nearest 

quaver, crotchet and minim. The pitch of the chant barely exceeds an interval of 

a fourth and occasionally reaches a fifth.  
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What we have attempted to provide here is permission for an BMB to 

read the scripture in the manner in which he or she deems appropriate – which 

in most cases I assume would be the form of chant for those who have been 

trained in it. We do not have sufficient space here to explore the extent of the 

possibilities for recitation of scripture, nor are we able to provide means by 

which BMB’s may recite using the symbols of tajwid. However, perhaps, as in 

the case with my friend, the tajwid symbols were not necessary in order to enjoy 

a ‘layman’s’ rendition of the recitation.  

Conclusion 

The various traditions of recitation are rich in history and meaning across multiple 

religions and cultures. We have analysed the Islamic and the Judeo-Christian tradition 

and explored how believers from Muslim backgrounds can incorporate their recitation 

into the Christian expression of worship. For a BMB to adapt their worship style to  

suit the norm within Christian culture is asking a lot. In the same way as I was 

completely unable to adapt my westernized ears to the Arab maqam, the forms of 

Christian worship are dissimilar for a Muslim. It can be seen as a sacrifice of their 

cultural identity. 

The use of the Islamic recitation form of scripture for Christian worship is an 

extremely important conversation as the tradition is of such significance to Muslims. 

The question was asked, ‘what do you miss most about Islam?’ and it is imperative to 

answer this question in the way of providing a means by which one may express 

whatever God-given desire to worship that needs to be expressed. For many Muslims, 

they lack an appropriate manner in which they can express their worship and 

reverence to God once they have come to Christ. Therefore, as brothers and sisters we 
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have an obligation to give permission and explore appropriate means by which they may 

enjoy the beauty of scripture and express their worship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




