
Learning the Qur’an in the mosque:
Recitation, memorisation and interpretation
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Abstract 

As Muslim women around the world are increasingly involved in the piety movement, 

what does this mean for how they engage with the Qur’an? How might that in turn 

shape their expectations of encountering the Bible? 

This paper explores the interaction of women in mosque programmes with the 

Qur’an, as they recite it, memorise it, and seek to understand, interpret and apply it 

with help from their teachers. We ask what this means for us when we seek to come 

with God’s Word to these women.  
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In the mosque 

Women are approaching the gates of a mosque enclosure in a Middle 

Eastern city, in ones, twos and groups of five or six, all dressed in full-

length coat and headscarf. Small differences of cut and colour suggest 

individual difference within the all-covering anonymity. Going in through 

the gates, they bypass the central ablutions place for men and the main 

door to the mosque, entering through a small side door where stairs lead 

to the upper area. Wooden racks at the base and landing of the stairs 

provide a place to leave their shoes and the women continue up in socks 

or stockinged feet, to the large meeting hall. Comfortably carpeted, the 

hall is sparsely furnished with a few plastic chairs at the back, shelves 

with some copies of the Qur’an, and some mattresses for seating around 

the side. Picture frames enclose the calligraphy of Qur’anic texts and the 

names of Allah. Off this hall are the office and some smaller rooms, with 

the women’s ablution area on the floor above. Some women are 

performing the actions of salah prayer. Other women pace backwards and 

forward holding the Qur’an as they murmur its words, or sit in pairs, with 

one reciting the Qur’an and the other, an instructor, listening and 

correcting as needed. 

The presence of the Qur’an in this mosque area, both visually and aurally, 

reflects its presence in the outside world, encountered and viewed as bringing blessing 

through recitations broadcast from CD’s, radios or televisions, seen scrolled in 

elaborate calligraphic script around mosque perimeters, texts framed in houses and 
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businesses, or the book of the Qur’an itself occupying a place of honour on a kursi 

stand or high on a bookshelf or mantel.  

In recent decades the number of women and girls learning how to memorize the 

Qur’an has grown exponentially, so that throughout the Muslim world young girls 

through to older women can be seen clustering around the gates and doorways of 

mosques, as they go to or come from Qur’an classes. For some women, their primary 

work in domestic space offers more opportunity to attend classes in the mosque or in 

private homes. There are also many young and older women who are professionally 

employed, still carrying responsibility for home duties, and also memorizing, or 

teaching memorization of the Qur’an.  

Recitation 

“Iqra!” (Recite!) is traditionally believed to be the command given to Muhammad, as the 

first word of revelation of the Qur’an:1 ‘Qur’an’ means ‘recitation’. The Arabic of the 

Qur’an is understood as the divine speech, an exact representation of its heavenly 

source. According to Islamic teaching, the Qur’an originates in a heavenly preserved 

tablet2  eternally pre-existent3  with God (Al-Buruj 85:21), also known as the ‘Mother of 

the Book’ (Al-Zukhruf 43:4: Al-Ra’d 13:39, Al-Imran 3:7). In this understanding of divine 

                                                   
 

 
1 “Iqra!” (recite / read) begins Al-‘Alaq 96.   
We find the same meaning cluster in Psalm 1:2, where the Hebrew word to ‘murmur’ (hagah) “means to make a low 
muttering sound, which is what one does with a text in a culture where there is no silent reading.” Robert Alter. The Book of 
Psalms. A Translation with Commentary. New York & London: W.W.Norton, 2007. 
2 The Jewish (pre-Christian) book of Jubilees makes mention of heavenly tablets. 
3 Mediaeval Mu‘tazilites (and some contemporary neo-Mu‘tazilites) question the doctrine of the eternal pre-existence of 
the Qur’an. 
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inspiration, translation into another language is impossible: any non-Arabic versions of 

the Qur’an can only be interpretations.  

A.T. Welch commented that, “For Muslims the Kur’an is much more than 

scripture or sacred literature in the usual Western sense. Its primary significance for 

the vast majority through the centuries has been in its oral form.”4 Muslim encounter 

with the Qur’an is foremost in its aural dimension rather than semantic. Kristina 

Nelson describes a public performance of the recited Qur’an: 

As (the reciter) begins a high passage he catches their attention. 

Suddenly the power of the phrase seizes the scattered sensibility of the 

crowd, focusing it, and carrying it forward like a great wave, setting the 

listeners down gently after one phrase and lifting them in the rising of 

the next. The recitation proceeds, the intensity grows. A man hides his 

face in his hands, another weeps quietly. Some listeners tense themselves 

as if in pain, while, in the pauses between phrases, others shout 

appreciative responses to the reciter. Time passes unnoticed…5 

The emotional impact of hearing the Qur’an recited is cited as proof of its divine 

origins. A male speaker during tarawih6 evening prayers at a mosque described reciting 

the Qur’an with non-Muslims listening who thought he was singing and were very 

touched by the sound, “as if they were listening to God’s voice.” He concluded, “If you 

                                                   
 

 
4 A.T. Welch. “Al-Kuran.” Encylopaedia of Islam. Leiden: Brill, 1986, p.425. 
5 Kristina Nelson. The Art of Reciting the Qur’an. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2001, p.xiii. 
6 The Ramadan evening prayers after the break-fast meal. 
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want to know about Islam, recite/read the Qur’an in Arabic.” When asked what they 

miss about Islam, Muslim followers of Jesus may mention the chanting of the Qur’an.   

Tajwid 

Muslims learn the principles of correct recitation in Arabic through the rules of tajwid, 

a comprehensive set of rules about pronunciation and timing, so that the Qur’an is 

recited in the way that Muhammad is understood to have received and recited it. 

Nelson quotes Muhaysin’s book on Qur’an recitation:  

The intent of tajwid is the recitation of the Qur’an as God Most High sent it 

down, and the authorization for it is that knowledge of it is a collective duty and the 

practice of it is a duty prescribed for all who wish to recite something from the  

Holy Qur’an.7   

In this view, correct recitation of the Qur’an (in Arabic) is the primary way of 

interacting with it; questions about its meaning and interpretation are secondary.  

Correct articulation is a matter of religious obedience, required for divine (and 

human) approval. A da‘iyya (female Muslim teacher) supervising tajwid teachers 

admonished them about their pupils’ performance: “They should read better than this. ... 

If she has memorized ten sections with mistakes, it’s not accepted by God and it’s not right 

before people.” Another mosque teacher told her student, “We recite with tajwid so that 

our understanding of the Qur’an is clearer and we obey the rulings of God (may He be 

                                                   
 

 
7 Muhaysin, Muhammad Salim. 1970/1390 A.H. Murshid al-Murid ila ‘Ilm al-Tajwid. Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-
Azhariyyah, p.3. Cited in Nelson, The Art of Reciting the Qur’an, pp.14, 15. 
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exalted). We should obey God in all the details of our lives. This is piety.”8 Correct 

recitation is thus taught as a religious responsibility, part of pious formation. Graham 

and Kermani describe the importance of tajwid:  

Chanting the Qur’an is potentially an actualisation of the revelatory act itself, 

and thus how the Qur’an is vocally rendered not only matters, but matters ultimately. 

… it is in its oral recitation that the Qur’an is most clearly experienced as divine.9  

Kenneth Cragg notes “the fact that the Qur’an is for recital rather than mere 

perusal, so that its sequences, strophes and accents have this in view rather than a 

studied logic. … In Jalal al-Din Rumi’s metaphor, the Qur’an, like a Damascus brocade, 

has an under and an upper side and must be read accordingly.”10 If we follow Rumi’s 

allegory, rules for tajwid provide the pattern for the damask weave.  

Mosques offer special sessions on tajwid protocols. In tajwid, the reciters are 

using language in a form that is not the Arabic of the home nor of formal speech and 

writing. Everyday written Arabic has different syntactic-phonetic rules, a contrastive 

lexicon, and more complex grammar than spoken dialects, but Qur’anic recitation is not 

like reading a newspaper or textbook in Modern Standard Arabic. Reciting the Qur’an 

requires a particular way of configuring speech organs. While some tajwid recalls 

formal Arabic grammar, many of the rules were specific to tajwid for reciting the 

Qur’an. They included length of articulation and of pauses, connections, and mode of 

                                                   
 

 
8 Julia Meltzer and Laura Nix. The Light In Her Eyes. DVD, Documentary. Clockshop & Felt Films, 2012. 
www.TheLightInHerEyesMovie.com. 
9 William A Graham and Navid Kermani. “Recitation and Aesthetic Reception.” In The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an, 
115–41. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 118, 119. 
10 Kenneth Cragg. Muhammad and the Christian: A Question of Response. London, and Maryknoll, New York: Darton, Longman 
& Todd, and Orbis Books, 1984, 7. 
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articulation of some sounds.11 I attended tajwid classes where all the women in the 

group already read, wrote and were native speakers in Arabic.  

The lessons are given to small groups of five to fifteen. The teacher 

explains the rules, and sometimes gives her students opportunities to 

practice and be affirmed or corrected in their pronunciation. She ties the 

rules to Qur’anic examples, quoting the surah they are from, and giving 

the phrasal context. Sometimes she asks questions to test her hearers’ 

understanding of a rule, or asks them to find examples from a section of 

the Qur’an related to the rule that they’re discussing. At another point all 

the learners take up a Qur’an and the teacher recites it phrase by phrase, 

with the learners reciting it after her.  

The group lessons on tajwid were applied in individual sessions, when the 

learner would sit with an instructor to hear the learner recite the verses. The 

instructors needed to have completely memorised the Qur’an and tajwid, and received 

a certificate of tajwid. The certificate had to come through a certified chain of 

instructors (which could include women).12 The learners were encouraged to focus on 

accuracy rather than memorizing extensive amounts of text, repeating a section until 

they got it right. An instructor told the woman she was hearing recite: “I don’t care if 

                                                   
 

 
11 A brief introduction to tajwid can be found at http://aboutislam.net/shariah/quran/introduction-to-the-
quran/introduction-to-tajwid-and-rules-of-reading-quran/. For more detailed description, see Nelson’s explanation of the 
rules (2001:14-31): also Moyra Dale. Shifting Allegiances. Networks of Kinship and of Faith. The Women’s Program in a Syrian 
Mosque. Australian College of Theology Monograph Series. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2016, 223-226. 
12 See also Miriam Künkler and Roja Fazaeli. “The Life of Two Mujtahidahs: Female Religious Authority in Twentieth-Century 
Iran.” In Women, Leadership, and Mosques. Changes in Contemporary Islamic Authority, 11:127–60. Women and Gender. The 
Middle East and the Islamic World. Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2012. 
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it’s ten pages - it’s better to do two well. Just learn three or four pages, not ten, we want 

the foundation without mistakes. Repeat these pages.” …  She commented to me, “If 

there’s a thousand mistakes (the first time), each time she does it again, it gets better  

and better.” 

Amal the instructor listens to pick up any errors, as she sits cross-legged, 

knee to knee13 with the young woman who is sitting facing her. Amal 

focuses on the vowel quality, telling the young reciter, “Attention - shape 

your mouth like this, more open – bring the ‘u’ through a tunnel, making it 

last.” She holds her nose to show her how to end right. The woman tries, 

retries - Amal explains, demonstrates again, smiles and tells her, ‘Well 

done!’ She gives lots of explanation and revision to this woman, focusing 

on the length of syllables, of the ‘n’, and occasionally corrects a word. She 

talks about the position of the tongue for ‘n’. “The tongue should be at the 

tip of the teeth, not behind them.” She gives me a quick explanation of the 

tajwid principle of ghunnah (nasality): “The 'm' and 'n' are blocked in the 

mouth, so the air comes through the nose - this is ghunnah.”   

Private prayer 

Some of the shorter Qur’anic chapters are recited as part of the daily salah 

prayers. Common sections include surahs Al-Fatihah 1, Al-‘Asr 103, Al-Fil 105, 

Quraish 106, Al-Ma‘un 107, Al-Kauthar 108, Al-Kafirun 109, Al-Nasr 110, Al-Ikhlas 

                                                   
 

 
13 In the traditional pattern of memorizing the Qur’an the learner repeats the passages they have mastered or learned by 
ear, sitting on the floor knee-to-knee with the teacher. Nevad Kahteran. “Hafiz/Tahfiz/Hifz/Muhaffiz.” The Qur’an: An 
Encyclopaedia. London & New York: Routledge, 2006, 232. 
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112, Al-Falaq 113, Al-Nas 114. One young woman asked another who was 

practicing reciting a passage with an instructor, “Do you recite that in salah?” The 

reciter nodded, and the first woman said, “It shows!” Nevad Kahteran quotes his 

own muhaffiz (teacher) on the importance of daily reciting: “the Qur’an is like a 

bird – if you let it go, it looses no time in flying out of your hand.”14 Devout 

Muslims will seek to recite part of the Qur’an each day, often in the quiet morning 

hours after the pre-dawn salah, or in the evening. 

Public recitation 
Both Arabic and non-Arabic speakers learn the same rules, so that tajwid unites 

reciters of the Qur’an around the world, across borders of language and 

geography. However gender and geography affect the possibility of public 

recitation for women. Within Islam, the extent to which a woman’s voice is 

awrah (that which should be concealed) is vigorously debated. And the 

controversies shape public recitation of the Qur’an. Um Kalthoum, the famous 

national singer in Egypt, used to be a Qur’an reciter in her youth: however the 

public tones of female reciters of the Qur’an are no longer heard in the Middle 

East in mixed contexts. In other areas, such as South East Asia, women’s voices 

can be heard broadcast chanting the Qur’an. Nevertheless even in areas where 

it is permitted, the rules of purity mean that women who are menstruating 

cannot recite, publicly or privately.15  

                                                   
 

 
14 Kahteran. “Hafiz/Tahfiz/Hifz/Muhaffiz.” 233-4. 
15 Rasmussen, Anne. Women, the Recited Qur’an, and Islamic Music in Indonesia. Berkley and Los Angelos: University of 
California Press, 2010. 
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While Islam insists on the difference between Qur’anic recitation and 

music, the most skilled Qur’anic reciters have studied the principles of music. 

These principles undergird the deep collective impact of the recited Qur’an on 

its listeners. Neurological studies in the past decade exploring music and the 

brain have shown how music engages nearly every area of the brain and its 

neural subsystems. Music links with brain structures involved with motivation, 

reward, and emotion, so that it “stirs us at our biological roots.”16 Oliver Sacks 

describes how rhythm “synchronizes the brains and minds (and since emotion is 

always intertwined with music, the ‘hearts’) of all who participate. … Rhythm 

binds together the individual nervous systems of human community.”17 Use of 

rhyme, meter and music help to embed sequences in the brain, which facilitates 

memorising entire books.18 

Memorization  

Muslims are encouraged to memorize some or all of the Qur’an. The da‘iyya told women 

attending a mosque programme that for the heart to be effective it should be bayt al-

Qur’an (home of the Qur’an), “so, sisters, God willing, we’ll memorize all the verses.” On 

another occasion she encouraged the girls in the mosque summer programme to 

memorize as much as possible, if necessary giving up fun excursions to spend more 

time in study, because: “Every letter (memorised of the Qur’an) is a good deed.” As a good 

                                                   
 

 
16 Jonah Lehrer. “The Neuroscience of Music.” Wired: Science, 2011. http://www.wired.com/2011/01/the-neuroscience-of-
music/. Also Daniel Levitin. This Is Your Brain On Music: Understanding a Human Obsession. London: Atlantic Books, 2008, 8, 
85, 91; Oliver Sacks. Musicophilia. Tales of Music and the Brain. 3rd ed. New York: Picador, 2011, L190.  
17 Sacks Musicophilia. L3355, 3392. 
18 Sacks Musicophilia. L3287. 
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deed, the amount memorised directly affects a person’s status or reward in the 

afterlife in heaven: “if he memorised it all, he would gain the highest standing, if he 

memorised half, a medium rank, if he memorised a small portion, then he would be of  

small status.”  

The Qur’an consists of 114 surahs (chapters), ordered from approximately the 

longer (and later) surahs to the shorter (and earlier) ones. It is also divided into equal 

sections, most commonly thirty sections, known as juz, to assist in memorizing it. 

Memorization can begin with any section of the Qur’an. Most commonly people 

memorize in sequence, either from the start to the end, or more often from the end to 

the beginning, as the final surahs are shorter and easier to retain as people are getting 

used to memorizing. 

Traditionally when someone has memorised the whole Qur’an (often in their 

early or mid-teens) there is a party to celebrate. A women’s mosque programme held 

special parties to celebrate girls who had memorised part or all of the Qur’an. At one 

such celebration, the women’s chorus sang: 
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Raise your voices and congratulate her, she memorized the entire Qur’an. 

Raise your voices and applaud. 

What you will get is more valuable than the world’s treasures, 

In heaven you will be crowned. 

Make a procession and congratulate her, and crown her with honour, 

Raise your voices with cheers and applause.19 

The act of memorization confers blessing, independent of comprehension. 

Nevad Kahteran describes recitation as a good work in its own right: 

The utterance of the words of the Qur’an (tilawat al-Qur’an) is a good 

deed (thawab), regardless of whether their exoteric and esoteric meaning 

is understood or not, while the significance and value of the act derive 

from the conviction, knowledge and recognition that the Qur’an is a 

revelation from the Lord of the Worlds. 

However, he suggests that the best recitation is when language, reason and 

heart work together for proper pronunciation, understanding and obedience.20 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
19 Translated from the Arabic: Meltzer & Nix. The Light in Her Eyes. 
20 Nevad Kahteran. “Tajwid.” The Qur’an: An Encyclopaedia. London & New York: Routledge, 2006: 636. 
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Blessing 

About 85% of the Muslim world do not speak Arabic as their first language; and 

even for Arabic speakers, the 7th century Arabic of the Qur’an is far removed from 

everyday speech, and even from the more formal Arabic of written materials. 

Being native speakers of Arabic doesn’t automatically confer on women the right 

way to recite the Qur’an: neither does it offer easy access to the meaning of 

scriptures in the language of a society fourteen centuries ago.  

Fatima Mernissi, growing up in Morocco, describes being taught the Qur’an 

as a child, but being discouraged from any attempt to understand the verses she 

was writing and memorizing: 

For you see, most of the time, Lalla Tam did not bother to explain 

what the verses of the Koran meant. Instead we copied them down 

into our luha, or tablet, on Thursdays, and learned them by heart … 

But during all this time, Lalla Tam did not explain the verse. She said 

that it would be useless to do so. 'Just learn by heart what you have 

written on your luha,' she would say. 'No one will ask you  

your opinion.’21 

The challenge of comprehension has perhaps strengthened a focus on the 

power of blessing conferred through the Qu’ran in the lives of Muslim women, 

rather than its meaning. Whether written or read aloud, the Qu’ran in material 

                                                   
 

 
21 Fatima Mernissi. The Harem Within. Tales of a Moroccan Girlhood. London: Bantam Book, 1994, 102-3. 
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form is viewed as an efficacious source of barakah (blessing or protective power). 

Constance Padwick describes: 

…the overwhelming sense in Muslim devotions of the holy power of 

the Qur’an, a power which is felt to be a spiritual protection. . . . 

hence the innumerable uses of Qur’anic texts in charms, and the 

output of separate surahs printed in minute form to be carried on the 

person for protection.22 

A group of women might recite the Qur’an aloud, each one reciting one or 

two sections (juz) individually until the whole Qur’an has been corporately recited, 

to bring blessing on the reciters and the house where it takes place, or sometimes 

with intercessory intent for someone in need. Specific verses of the Qur’an can be 

written on a piece of paper and immersed in water (to drink for internal healing) or 

in oil (to anoint an afflicted part of the body). Women could also recite Qur’anic 

verses into the palms of their hands held together, which were then wiped on the 

required part of the body. Women would discuss with each other which Qur’anic 

verses or other religious invocations should be repeated how many times, either 

morning or evening, in particular months, for proper efficaciousness in healing or 

protection. Lane has an extensive chapter on the efficacy of written charms, 

usually from the Qur’anic text.23 Similar beliefs underwrote the engraving of 

                                                   
 

 
22 Constance E Padwick,. Muslim Devotions: A Study of Prayer-Manuals in Common Use. Oxford: Oneworld, 1961, 113-114. 
23 E.W. Lane. Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians. 3rd ed. London & New York: Everyman’s Library, 1860/1966. 
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Qur’anic verses on old metal bowls, silver, brass and copper, so that someone 

drinking from them might be healed or kept safe in childbirth.  

Comprehension 

It is not uncommon to meet Muslims who have memorised and can recite the whole 

Qur’an, but do not know the meaning of what they recite. Like Lalla Tam, some believe 

that memorization of the Qur’an is sufficient as a good deed in itself. However, while 

some people put priority on memorization and correct recitation as the primary task, 

others include understanding the text also. A female mosque teacher reflected on the 

relationship between recitation, memorization and comprehension: 

Some say tajwid should come before memorization, and some say there’s 

no reason why memorization and tajwid shouldn’t go together. Some say 

memorization first and then tajwid. I am afraid when the girls memorize, 

that the tajwid is so hard they won’t want to memorize, so I tell them, 

memorize it like you memorize anything, and then when we complete the 

memorizing, the tajwid will be easy, God willing. But if someone came and 

said that she wanted to learn the tajwid, I say, ‘Yes’, there’s no problem 

with this. The important thing is that you memorize, because the purpose 

is to memorize and to understand the Qur’an. 

The same da‘iyya expressed the need for comprehension more strongly on 

another occasion: 
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A person needs to know tajwid. But if he memorized the Qur’an and 

doesn’t know tajwid, he’s not penalized. But if he memorized the Qur’an 

and didn’t know the meaning, this is culpable—he needs to understand 

what he reads. More important than tajwid is to understand what he 

reads. But if he yajawwad wa yingham [recites it musically] without 

understanding what he is reciting, this is of no use. 

Memorization and comprehension are on a continuum, where memorising can 

grow into comprehension. Brian Street described people learning the Qur’an in the 

context of different literacy practices in rural Iran: 

While some simply learnt to recognise the words on the page as a sort of 

mnemonic for stimulating recitation of passages, many learned to read in 

Arabic and Farsi and used their skills to read other texts than the Koran. 

Some developed skills in interpretation and argumentation and some 

learnt to elaborate on basic themes and to express their meaning in 

various forms. A few learned the rudiments of writing.24  

Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole, also describing a non-Arabic Muslim context, 

suggest literacy in Arabic can be broken into five levels of comprehension: 

1. Able to read the whole Qur'an: possibly can explain the meaning. 

2. Can read the Qur'an, write it from memory: possibly can explain the meaning. 

                                                   
 

 
24 Brian V Street. Literacy in Theory and Practice. Cambridge University Press, 1984, 152. 
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3. Can read, recite or translate any passage of the whole Qur'an; and may have 

studied commentaries. 

4. Can read and translate the Qur'an, as they've studied Arabic as a language. 

5. Their Arabic is sufficient to read commentaries on the Qur'an, religious life, 

write letters in; they are able to use both Modern Standard Arabic and 

Vernacular Arabic.25   

Interpretation 

With growing literacy among women worldwide, alongside the spreading Islamic piety 

movement, there is a shift from a primary focus on the physical form of the Qur’an and 

its function in healing and protection, to internalizing the Qur’an through 

memorization, with the prestige it brings in this life and promises for the next. While 

the rules of tajwid ensure that the recitation of the Qur’an is consistent across the 

Muslim ummah, it is in the interpretation of and commentary on the Qur’an that 

different communities are defined.  

In a Middle Eastern women’s mosque programme, when they had memorized the 

whole Qur’an, the women were encouraged to then memorize the concise commentary 

of Ibn Kathir (1301-1373AD), a classic conservative commentator. There was a 

competition, with regular announcements in the programme of which part of the 

Qur’an and commentary women were to memorize, followed by regular tests in reciting 

                                                   
 

 
25 Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole. The Psychology of Literacy. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1981, 
53-54. 
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Ibn Kathir’s tafsir for the different sections of the Qur'an. Then those who did well had 

their names read out and received prizes. 

However, the women in that mosque programme could also read different books 

of tafsir for themselves in the women’s library. The tafsir of Egyptian Mohammad 

Mutawali Al Shaarawi (1911-1998) was popular. Many of the women also listened to 

popular contemporary Qur’anic teachers via satellite and cassette tapes. Ibn Kathir’s 

standard commentary was to be a beginning but not a boundary for the women’s 

understanding of the Qur’an and how it was interpreted. Contemporary conservative 

commentators also shaped the women’s reading and understanding. 

Exposure to different commentators offered people personal choice in which 

interpretation they chose, even as they are able to take from any of the four different 

schools of interpretation,26 and can choose different schools for different times or 

subjects. Traditional commentators like Ibn Kathir cite a range of different jurists’ 

positions usually without endorsing a particular position. Saba Mahood points out in 

her ground-breaking book on the women’s piety movement how this “foregrounds the 

importance of individual choice and the right of the Muslim to exercise this choice.”27 

Many of the teachers in the women’s piety movement teach the continuing 

application of ijtihad (reinterpretation through personal endeavour) in understanding 

the Qur’an. One teacher listed the conditions to be a mujtahid (someone who could do 

ijtihad) as “to know the Qur’an, the ahadith, to have good Arabic language, and to show 

proper behaviour in their lives.” 

                                                   
 

 
26 The four Sunni schools of law are Hanifi, Maliki, Shafi’i, Hanbali. The main Shi’a schools of law include Ja’fari and Zaidiyya. 
27 Saba Mahmood. Politics of Piety. The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2005, 85, 99ff. 
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A woman attending a mosque programme gave me an example of how it  

could work: 

If there are two women in another country and there is no indication of 

the direction of prayer, one woman might say, ‘This is the direction,’ and 

pray that way: and the other woman might suggest another direction and 

pray that way. In that case they would both be right because they are 

using their minds. idha ma fiy dalil, kul wahid mujtahid (If there is no 

evidence, everyone is a mujtahid.) 

With intelligence and piety 

Importantly, women within the piety movement can also see interpretation 

modeled by their female teachers as they teach the Qur’an. In doing so, the 

women offer an implicit but powerful challenge to the pervasive hadith that 

women lack both intelligence and religion.28 

To help the women think further about Qur’anic interpretation, one mosque 

teacher would sometimes ask her students “about why woman was half of man 

with regard to witness and inheritance, and leave them for a period of a week or 

ten days to think about it, then discuss it with them.” (Al-Baqara 2:282 states 

                                                   
 

 
28 Narrated Abu Said Al-Khudri: Once Allah's Apostle went out to the Musalla (to offer the prayer) of 'Id-al-Adha or Al-Fitr 
prayer. Then he passed by the women and said, "O women! Give alms, as I have seen that the majority of the dwellers of 
Hell-fire were you (women)." They asked, "Why is it so, O Allah's Apostle?" He replied, "You curse frequently and are 
ungrateful to your husbands. I have not seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and religion than you. A cautious 
sensible man could be led astray by some of you." The women asked, "O Allah's Apostle! What is deficient in our intelligence 
and religion?" He said, "Is not the evidence of two women equal to the witness of one man?" They replied in the affirmative. 
He said, "This is the deficiency in her intelligence. Isn't it true that a woman can neither pray nor fast during her menses?" 
The women replied in the affirmative. He said, "This is the deficiency in her religion." (Al-Bukhari, Book #6, Hadith #301). 
https://www.searchtruth.com/searchHadith.php.  
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that a woman’s witness is half that of a man’s. In Al-Nisa’ 4:11, 12, 176, women 

are allocated half the inheritance of men.) The teacher offered different 

possibilities for interpretation from which the students might choose. This 

approach offers hermeneutic possibilities in dealing with texts traditionally cited 

in relation to women. For example, with Al-Baqara 2:282, the ruling on witness 

might be because women didn’t pay much attention in matters of money and 

were easily scared in violent crime, so it applied (only) to felonies of money and 

violence. Or else “now when women had the opportunity to study and be equal to 

men, their witness was of equal value: this was Islam.” She described other 

situations when a woman’s witness equaled that of a man.29 And she cited hadith 

describing when Muhammad had taken the advice of a woman, suggesting that 

the verse about witness must have restricted application to women generally.  

An-Nisa’ 4:34 is generating much contemporary debate from Muslim 

writers, particularly in regard to the spousal injunctions allowing a man to hit his 

wife in the second half of the verse.  

                                                   
 

 
29 Dale Shifting Allegiances. 166-7. The occasions she listed included testifying to a woman’s maternal relationship with a 
child through breastfeeding, virginity, adultery, and sighting the new moon signifying the beginning of Ramadan. 
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Men are the quwwamun (protectors and maintainers) of women, 

because Allah has made one of them to excel the other, and because 

they spend from their means. Therefore the righteous women are 

devoutly obedient, and guard in the husband’s absence what Allah 

orders them to guard. As to those women on whose part you see ill-

conduct, admonish them, refuse to share their beds, beat them; but if 

they obey you, seek not against them means. Surely Allah is ever high, 

most great.30    

However traditionally debate around this verse has focused more on the 

precise meaning of quwwamun. A mosque teacher, discussing the term ‘quwwamun,’ 

interpreted it in singular locational terms: “the man is the protector/authority over 

the house” (al-rajul quwwam ‛ala al-bayt), rather than in plural gendered terms 

according to the Qur’anic text - “men are protectors/in authority over women” 

(qawwamun ‛ala al-nisa’).  

                                                   
 

 
30 An-Nisa’ 4:34. All Qu’ranic quotes are taken from Dr.Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali,and Dr. Muhammad Muhsin Khan. 
Translation of the Meanings of The Noble Qur’an in the English Language. Madinah, K.S.A.: King Fahd Complex for the Printing 
of the Holy Qur’an, 1404. 
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This means that he is responsible for the house, fixing things, 

children’s study, other needs. It’s best (seen) in action and not in 

the self. I wish men knew the meaning of quwwam - the right of the 

women for the man to be responsible for the house, (to provide) the 

woman’s income. It was once thought that women are min an-

najasah ([originating] from uncleanness) - this isn’t in Islam. 

In her discussion, the teacher interpreted the verse in terms of behaviour 

and role responsibilities, rather than terms of divinely ordained difference 

between men and women. She also challenged popular linking of women with 

uncleanness. However, she did not mention the ways to deal with women “on 

whose part you see ill-conduct,” and in contrast to the wider contemporary 

discussion around that part of the verse I heard no discussion of it on any other 

occasion within that mosque community. It may have been too controversial in 

that social and cultural context. In that Middle Eastern mosque programme, the 

women operated within the permitted cultural space: but within the framework 

of gender complementarianism, they sought a more balanced re-reading. 

Application 

The Qur’anic text and hadith are reread for their application to women’s daily lives and 

duties. At a women’s programme in a mosque I attended lectures where the da‘iyya 

taught through the Qur’an, reflecting on its meaning with reference to contemporary 

issues, from domestic matters in women’s daily lives to affairs of the international 

Muslim ummah. A lecture might cover two verses or ten. The verses were not 

announced by number (the beginning chapter and verse was given sometimes when the 

lecture commenced) or read aloud, but provided the stimulus or context for the 
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teaching, sometimes highlighting particular phrases. Often hadith or other stories 

were narrated. For example, Al-Zumar 39:9 was announced at the start of one lecture: 

Is one who is obedient to Allah, prostrating himself or standing during the 

hours of the night, fearing the Hereafter and hoping for the mercy of his 

Lord? Say: “Are those who know equal to those who know not?” It is only 

men of understanding who will remember.31 

The da‘iyya used this verse to exhort the women on the need to draw close to 

God every day, through daily reverence and also practicing the night prayer.32  

She reflected: 

The responsibility for worship is greater at night than during the day. In 

the day there are pressures, work, business, concerns of the house. At 

night there are twelve hours. There are different kinds of worship: there is 

the service of the home and children, teaching the children, caring for 

their food and cleaning. 

Continuing, she told the women, “worship gives strength to people,” citing the 

example of an old person who “rises early and sleeps early, and is strong, can stand up 

with family and work.” Here the traditional emphasis on reverence and rising to worship 

at night was taught in the specific context of women’s lives of professional work and 

family responsibilities. 

                                                   
 

 
31 Al-Hilali and Khan. Translation of the Meanings of The Noble Qur’an in the English Language.  
32 Night prayer (qiyaam al-layl or tahajjud) is a voluntary prayer offered any time between the evening (ishaa) and dawn 
(fajr) prayer: although the past third of the night before dawn is commonly preferred. 
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The phrase ‘those who know’ and ‘those who know not’ prompted a comment on 

the importance of knowledge (‛ilm): “True religion and true learning lead to each other. . . 

. Learning is the best of worship.” So she encouraged her hearers to visit “ignorant 

Muslims. Ignorance leads to disbelief. (We need) connectedness and faith and learning.” 

The women in the programme should ring, ask after, or visit one another, because “our 

sisters are the believers, whether we like them or not, whether they are rich or poor.”  It 

was the “sisters of the mosque, sisters in God” who would provide support in difficulty, 

and give testimony on our behalf in heaven. In this way the teacher used the Qur’anic 

verse to encourage the women in coming to the mosque to learn as “the best of 

worship,” in the context of the situation and daily lives of her listeners. 

Life questions were also addressed more specifically in the programme. This 

could be through lectures on particular topics such as bringing up children and 

answering their questions. At the end of every lecture, whether on the Qur’an or other 

matters, there was also a time when questions were answered about everyday life 

topics, questions that the women had written down on pieces of paper and handed 

forward. These could include issues such as taking contraceptive pills, having marital 

relations while still breastfeeding, the age to start wearing hijab, having jinn help with 

housework, giving bribes, and magic – the kind of questions that come up in popular 

question-and-answer sessions with imams in public broadcasting on radio and 

television. But here it was women teachers who were receiving the questions and 

answering from their own lived experience together with their knowledge and 

application of religious text. 

Women teachers in the contemporary mosque movement model to their hearers 

how women can interpret the Qu’ranic text. They apply the teaching to the personal 

and communal challenges that the women face, using examples from the details of 
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women’s own daily lives as well as the hadith. The context of the mosque and the 

Qur’an lectures gives authority also to the way specific questions of daily life are dealt 

with and answered. 

Within the women’s piety movement, with its emphasis on memorizing the 

Qur’an and teaching, there is a shift from an emphasis on the physical form of the 

Qur’an as a source of blessing / power, to a focus on the Qur’an as memorized, recited 

and interpreted. Correct articulation, tajwid, is a pious duty. Rather than being subject 

to texts without question, the women were given a range of interpretive possibilities, 

within conservative cultural patriarchal and religious bounds. The new movement 

within Islam is in women being able more widely to gather to read and to teach the 

texts, in homes and also increasingly in mosques, and to learn their application to their 

lives for themselves.  

Expectations of Text 

This article has sought to understand how women in the piety movement encounter 

their sacred text. What then are the expectations that they may bring when we 

introduce them to the Bible? And how might we respond? 

Nature and Veracity of the Bible 

An assumption (even if unspoken) that many Muslims bring to the Bible, is that it 

has been corrupted. A second challenge is the difference between the Bible - 

primarily narrative in form, telling the story of God interacting with his people 

over a span of more than two thousand years – and the oracular form of the 

Qur’an, which Muslims believe was revealed over about thirty years. In dealing 

with both these assumptions about text, oral Bible storytelling is a helpful way to 

introduce people to the Bible. Most Muslims are interested to learn more of the 
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stories and people that are only alluded to in the Qur’an. As they hear more of the 

character of God who calls his people into covenant personal relationship with 

himself, through the stories of other people they may begin to see how their own 

story can become part of God’s great story also.  

Application  

Muslims expect that the direct teachings or indirect authority of sacred text will 

apply to every part of life. As we read the Bible with Muslims, we cannot read it 

as a text separate from the daily issues of life – relationships with relatives and 

friends, bringing up children, issues of health and sickness, household and 

business. All of these are part of the purview of exploring God’s Word and care 

for us together – religious learning and life are deeply intertwined.   

Interpretation 

Some Muslims are hesitant to comment on the Qur’an, preferring to defer to a 

teacher at the mosque who has the authority to speak. The women’s piety 

movement can open up the possibility for women to discuss and differ on 

interpretations, however they choose between authorized possibilities. In coming 

to the Bible, we expect the Holy Spirit to speak through it. It may be helpful to 

specifically discuss the role of the Holy Spirit and the faith community in helping 

us understand and apply God’s Word to our lives.  

Comprehension 

Thanks to the work of Bible translation, far more people in the world are able to 

read the Bible in their own language. That ‘God speaks my language!’ is good 

news to people as they encounter God’s Word, perhaps especially to non-Arab 
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Muslims. Some local Bible translations in Muslim communities, mindful of the 

authoritative status of Arabic as the language of revelation, have printed the NT 

translation into the local language alongside the Greek, in the same way that 

some editions of the Qur’an have the Arabic alongside a translation into  

another language.   

Memorization 

The readiness and capacity to memorize sacred text is a strength that Muslims 

can bring to the Bible, and challenge us in also. Ruth Nicholls has written about 

memorizing ‘liturgies’ of Biblical texts as an important part of discipling believers 

of Muslim background.33 In encountering God’s Word we seek meaning and 

personal transformation through the power of the Word in our lives. This 

contrasts with a more magical or animistic attitude of expecting material power 

or blessing through the physical text (in recited or written form), independent of 

its meaning. 

Recitation 

A number of believers of Muslim background point to the beauty of the recited 

Qur’an as one of the aspects of Islam that they most miss. I have heard believers 

chant Psalms and Gospel passages in Arabic and in English following the 

principles of tajwid. M. Hunter describes the importance of chanting scriptures in 

                                                   
 

 
33 Ruth Nicholls. “Liturgy to Focus Mind and Heart: Fostering Spiritual Growth among Muslim Seekers.” In Longing For 
Community, 205–16. Pasadena, California: William Carey Library, 2013. 
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both Jewish and Christian traditions also. 34 Recognizing its impact on the 

emotions, chanting is used to underscore the importance of scriptural texts. And 

rules of chanting are also used to aid memorization. In both introducing people to 

God’s Word, and in discipleship, recitation is an important tool that we  

could use.  

 

There is controversy around women’s voices in both Christianity and Islam. 

However the reference to the ‘great company of women evangelists’ proclaiming God’s 

Word (Psalm 68:11), itself a paraphrase of the song of Deborah (Judges 5), anticipates 

the song of Mary on the birth of Jesus, and the voices of the women who proclaimed 

the resurrection of Jesus. It is in this tradition that we can encourage women to sing 

God’s Word for all to hear and rejoice in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
34 M. Hunter. “Chanting the Bible and Qur’an as a Discipleship Aid for Muslim Background Believers.” MA Integral Project, 
Australian College of Theology, 2017. 
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Conclusion 

In this paper we have seen some of the ways that Muslim women experience the 

Qur’an and how they understand its text as the word of God. Whether they 

seek correct recitation, healing or blessing, or whether their voices have been excluded 

from the mosque, these are the experiences Muslims bring to their encounters with 

the Bible. In understanding their experience, we can anticipate what 

misunderstandings or barriers we need to overcome as they come to God’s Word. And 

it may open us to areas in Jewish and Christian traditions, such as memorization and 

recitation, that can enrich and deepen their (and our) experience of reading and being 

transformed by the Bible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




