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Introduction 

The formal salah (namuz) prayers of Islam that the faithful Muslim prays five times 

daily are the basis of Muslim life and practice.  Beyond the obligatory salah, the devout 

Muslim draws on a generous variety of pious practices.  These are centred around 

different forms of adoration and petition, recitation of the Qur’an, and the rich 

practices of devotion in Ramadan.  This paper asks how women interact with the 

requirements of salah: and explores the du‛a’ prayers of supplication, and the dhikr 

prayers where the worshipper meditates on God and His characteristics.  We look at 

how the three kinds of prayer interact, the place given to each kind of prayer, and how 

people experience them.  Thence we can ask how these prayers and expressions of 

heart-longing may be a bridge between the Muslim and Christian understandings of 

who God is and how we may approach Him. 

The English word ‘prayer’ is used to cover these different practices.  However it 

is also often a source of confusion in conversation between Muslims and Christians.  In 

Islam the word salah refers only to the prescribed liturgical form of set phrases and 

actions in prayer.  This is how most Muslims understand the word ‘prayer’ (although 

often its use by English speakers is closer to du‛a’).  So I have chosen to primarily use 

the Arabic terms here, or to draw on synonyms in referring to different forms of 

Muslim devotion. 
 

ةالص   -  Salah: Liturgical Prayer 
The sheikha nears the end of her lecture in the women’s upper area as a male voice sounds 

the call to prayer throughout the mosque.  Some of the women rise and go through to the 

balcony to pray, overlooking the main area of the mosque where the men pray, as the 
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sheikha continues her talk.  She finishes, quietly whispering an invocation, while most of 

the rest of the women move to take their places in the upper hall, standing in about five 

rows of fifteen women together, the sheikha in the middle of the front row. As the male 

voice from below sounds, they stand, bow, kneel and prostrate together. A woman runs to 

join those who are praying, flinging on her all-covering full-length coat. As the prayer 

moves onto the non-compulsory raka’,1 about a third of the women leave, and the rest 

continue, no longer so closely in time with each other.  The sheikha says a general petition 

through the microphone. Some of the women are finishing prayers, and others stand and 

chat. 

One of the five pillars of Islam, salah is incumbent on every believer – but gender 

influences its performance.  The Muslim Woman’s HandBook, Khattab (1994:1) notes: 
 

In Islam, religious duties are to be performed by men and women alike.  All 

Muslims, whether male or female, are required to pray five times daily and to 

fast in Ramadan. Having said that, however, there are some differences in the 

ways in which men and women are to go about performing these acts of 

worship, which sisters need to be aware of.    
 

The performance of salah is constrained by rules of cleanliness and covering.   

 

Purity and Modesty 

When the body becomes impure, through fluids, solids or gas emerging from the body’s 

boundaries, the worshipper needs to perform ablutions again to be able to pray salah.  

 
 

 
1 Round of standing, bowing, kneeling, prostrating in prayer. 
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Following sexual intercourse, discharge from the sexual organs, menstruation, or 

childbirth, complete bathing is required in order to regain the condition of permitted 

purity.2  All the conditions of major defilement which require complete washing apply 

to women, whereas only half affect men. This means that all women from puberty to 

menopause are ritually unclean for about a quarter of the time: unable to do salah 

during their monthly period until the flow has ceased, and they can wash to purify 

themselves again. (Some commentators suggest that this intrinsic impediment is part 

of the reason for the stinging Hadith, that women are lacking in brains and religion.)3  If 

women are married and involved in sexual relationships, or cleaning up young children 

(or caring for older family members), they may be unable to perform salah for the 

majority of the time. 

The rules for covering during salah require men to be covered from the navel to 

the knees.  Women however must be covered from head to foot, leaving only the face 

and hands showing (and not close-fitting clothing which shows the body shape). The 

covering required of women to pray salah to God, even in their inner room, is much the 

same as the covering required for conservative Muslim women with non-familial males. 

 

Place of prayer 

The activity of salah can consecrate almost any place for worship, but worship offered 

in the mosque gains more merit.  Saqib assures us, “wherever a Muslim might be he can 

offer his (sic) salah but the reward of a salah offered in a mosque is far greater than 

 
 

 
2 See Salah, this issue, for further discussion of purity and prayer: also https://whenwomenspeak.net/issue/vol-2-no-1-
april-2018/.  
3 Sahih Bukhari, Arabic-English translation, Vol.1, Hadith No. 301.  See also Vol.3, Hadith No. 826. 
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that offered in an ordinary place,” (1997:17): Emerick quotes it as twenty-five times 

better (1997:122).  Cragg comments:  

“…everyone’s prayer mat is a portable mosque and wherever they choose to 

spread it they can find their Qiblah4 and worship God. … Nevertheless the noon 

prayer on Fridays is to be said as far as possible in the place of corporate 

prayer. When so said its four raka’at5 are reduced to two.” (Cragg, 1985:99)   

 

But here Cragg writes only of men: women are not able to perform salah in public 

places with the same freedom as men.  I have met women in sheltered places, even in 

old and ruined mosques, putting their handbag in front as a sutra (barrier) and 

prostrating on the dusty bare stone floor; but for many Muslim women in different 

countries, cultural and religious requirements of modesty and purity constrain their 

freedom to make public places into spaces of worship. 

Increasingly around the world more women are now going to the mosque for 

teaching and memorising the Qur’an and while there, joining in salah and dhikr prayers.  

They have their own space in the upper area of the mosque: however when the time for 

Friday prayers comes and men arrive in their numbers, the women’s space is 

circumscribed or sometimes taken over completely for men’s use.  Men pray at the 

mosque, but the hadith attest to the home as women’s traditional place of worship. 

It was narrated from ‘Abd-Allaah ibn Mas’ood that the Prophet (peace and 

blessings of Allah be upon him) said: “A woman’s prayer in her room is better than her 

 
 

 
4 Towards the direction of Mecca. 
5 Each round of standing, bowing, prostrating and standing again in salah (see Salah, this issue). 
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prayer in her courtyard, and her prayer in her cabinet is better than her prayer in her 

room.”6   
 

The Prophet ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص said: “A woman’s prayer in her room is better than her prayer in 

her courtyard, and her prayer in her closet is better than her prayer in her 

room.” 

Another hadith reports that Umm Humayd came to the Prophet ملسو هيلع هللا ىلص and said, “O 

Messenger of Allah, I like to pray with you.” He is reported to have said, “I know 

that you like to pray with me, but your prayer in your room is better for you 

than your prayer in your courtyard and your prayer in your courtyard is better 

for you than your praying in your house, and your prayer in your house is better 

for you than your prayer in the mosque of your people, and your prayer in the 

mosque of your people is better for you than your prayer in my mosque.” So she 

issued orders that a prayer-place be prepared for her in the furthest and 

darkest part of her house, and she used to pray there until she met Allah (i.e., 

died).” 7 

  

Faith transmission 

I knocked on my Muslim neighbour’s door one day and she opened it, dressed as she so 

often was in the all-covering prayer skirt and top – they were always convenient to hand 

so that we could be properly covered if any man was at the door.  As we sat and drank 

 
 

 
6 ‘Narrated by Abu Dawood, 570; al-Tirmidhi, 1173. This hadeeth was classed as saheeh by al-Albaani in Saheeh al-Targheeb 
wa’l-Tarheeb, 1/136.’ https://islamqa.info/en/answers/8868/it-is-better-for-a-woman-to-pray-in-her-house-than-in-the-
mosque 
7 https://www.facebook.com/haqiqatjou/posts/i-walked-by-the-closet-in-my-home-this-morning-and-i-was-surprised-i-
was-surpris/2441080836110624/ 
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sweet Arabic coffee together, and talked over the affairs of the building and the day, her 

two-year old son pulled out her prayer mat and tried to don the skirt and top himself, in a 

play imitation of what he saw his mother do so often as she knelt on her prayer mat.  

Wensinck (1974: 495) describes Muhammad performing salah with Zainab’s little 

daughter hanging around his neck, and on another occasion Muhammad’s grandsons 

Hasan and Hussein jumping on his back as he prostrated.  Wensinck suggests that 

Muslim jurisprudence since then has ruled that such antics invalidate the salah.  

However Muhammad’s example can be seen repeatedly re-enacted as women do salah 

at home or in the women’s section in the mosque, and their children climb and tumble 

over them as they pray. 

Mothers have a key part in children’s religious formation, as the primary models 

of faith for children in their earliest years. They have a crucial role as purveyors of 

faith to the next generation.   

 
Dhikr and Du’a’ – Prayers of Recollection and Petition 
Beyond salah, this paper gives attention to women involved in dhikr (recollection 

through meditation and recitation) and du‛a’ (supplication or petition).  Not part of the 

five pillars of Islam, these are not subject to the same restrictions.  Reliant on the 

initiative of the worshipper and encouragement of the community, these forms of 

worship offer us a more extended appreciation of Muslim devotional theology – how 

the worshipper understands her access, through faith community and faith practice, 

to her Creator. 

Recollection (dhikr) and petition (du‛a’) are distinct practices, but without 

distinct boundaries.  In practice there is often movement back and forth, from dhikr 

on the names of God, to du‛a’ and back to dhikr.  The three forms, including salah, 

are not independent of one another.  A Muslim woman described it for me: 
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It’s not a condition if I do dhikr, to then petition (du‛a’), nor if I petition to do 

dhikr, or if I pray (salah), to petition; but we need to complete the dhikr by 

petition (du‛a’).  When a person has asked God’s forgiveness and has become 

clean within and pure before God, then the petition, if God wills, will be 

answered more.  
 

 Dhikr : Recollection -  ركذلا
 

Women are sitting in silent concentration in an upper room of the mosque.  It is quiet, 

just the sound of their lips moving in time with the prayer beads, and someone's 

periodic murmur.  A few of the women are rocking, some passing the prayer beads 

through their fingers.  There is slight movement as women adjust their position:  one 

woman takes off her coat.  The noises of cars, voices, come in from outside.  Inside the 

women are quiet, still, concentrating.  The girl beside me is crying.  She swallows, 

continues to pass the prayer beads through her fingers.  A low voice begins to recite 

something, and others join in quietly for a little while.  Then there is silence again, with 

only the muted sound of voices whispering to themselves, lips moving.  A woman in the 

front row begins to sing quietly, a song of worship. “I knew you, O Lord, in my heart 

and my thoughts.”  She sings this a few times, and some other phrases.  Others sit 

silently, some moving their lips, some rocking their bodies a little.   

The dhikr prayers are taken from the Qur’an, Hadith and other sources to centre 

the extended awareness of the worshipper on God. Recited or sung, accompanied by 

movement or quiet sitting, they draw the reciter to reflect on God’s names and nature.  

The popularly chosen chants may serve as an indication of how those praying them 

look to God, the aspects of God’s nature that they focus on as most significant.  They 

express the direction or longing of the worshippers’ hearts towards God.  For many 
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Muslims the dhikr occupies a major part in their religious life.  A mosque teacher told 

me: 

The only thing that God has prescribed for us to do all the time is the dhikr. 

…  ‘Remember God with many remembrances’ (Surah Al-Ahzab, 33:41).  …. 

Salah is five times and Pilgrimage once a year and Fasting once a year.  But 

the dhikr is frequent and so the dhikr is very important in our lives.8

Women in that women’s mosque programme were encouraged to do dhikr at 

home, and also join in corporate sessions at the mosque. For the leaders, dhikr was an 

important prelude to the lessons.  The teacher told the women: “The lesson without 

the dhikr is about a quarter of its usefulness.  The dhikr is the spiritual preparation and 

gives us concentration, so we don’t miss half the lecture.” 

As a mystical practice outside the five pillars, dhikr has always had its critics 

within Islam.  Dhikr and the use of prayer beads are opposed by some Muslims as an 

innovation, and therefore heretical.9   

 
 

 

8 The imperative to constant recollection is reminiscent of the Pauline enjoinder to “pray at all times.” 1 Thess 5:17, Eph 
6:18 
9 One writer comments poignantly that: ‘"Salafis" accuse us of deviation and heresy because we sit and recite dhikr - loud 
or   silently ...  Some of them object because it is loud and they claim it should be silent; others object because it is silent 
and they claim it should be loud; others object because it is in a group and it should be individual; others because they claim 
our emphasis on dhikr is excessive and we should raise funds or study or hold conferences or make jihad instead; others 
object because some people are affected by the dhikr so as to sway or move this way or that instead of sitting still, so they 
want everyone to sit absolutely still; others because we sometimes perform dhikr in dim surroundings rather than in a 
glaring light; others yet object to reciting the name ALLAH by itself and claim it is an innovation, so that we should only 
say: YA Allah.  Finally, they also accuse us of innovation and misguidance because we use dhikr-beads which we carry in our 
hands.’ http://sunnah.org/ibadaat/dhikrtable.htm  
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But those who practise dhikr point back to Muhammad meditating in a cave, and to 

Qu’ranic verses.10 The most quoted verse is Al-Baqarah 2:152 with its promise: “So 

remember Me, I will remember you”. Padwick (1961:16) notes on this verse: “In all the 

devotional comments and prayers based on the promise, the meaning hovers between 

‘remembrance’ and ‘mention.’”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dhikr can be quiet sessions like that described above: in other places it can 

involve greater noise and activity, people standing, swaying more violently, or walking 

around in a circle. Prayer beads are characteristic, used to tally the number of 

recitations. Women murmur invocations of dhikr as they pass the prayer beads through 

their fingers, slowly or quickly. Other ways of counting (usually in multiples of eleven) 

 
 

 

10 Some verses refer to the coming of Gabriel (An-Najm 53:1-18; At -Takwir 81:19-25) and Muhammad’s night journey (Al-
Kahf 17:1).  Other verses suggest a mystical consciousness of God (Al-Baqarah 2:115, 186; Al-Taubah 9:123; Al-‘Ankabut 
29:20; Qaf 50:16), and especially the famous verse of light (Al-Nur 24:35).  The word dhikr appears often in the Qur’an (such 
as Al-Ma’idah 5:91; Al-Jum‛ah 62:9; Al-A’la 87:15, and more particularly Al-Baqarah 2:200; Al-‛imran 3:41; Al-A‛araf 7:205; Al-
Muzzammil 72:17). 

Figure 1: Prayer beads and counters for sale 
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include mechanical counters, or counting off on finger joints, or using beans.  Rhythmic 

movement helps focus, whether swaying, whirling, or quietly passing prayer beads 

through fingers. 

 

Silence & Song 

Dhikr may be verbal, with the tongue (dhikr lisani); or silent,11 in the heart (dhikr qalbi).  

Verbal dhikr includes songs, with the lyrics and rhythm often composed by the 

instructor or one of the women in the programme.  Some are extended songs (tarnim) 

by the leader of the dhikr, sometimes with women joining in the chorus.  These are 

times when leaders can show their skill in singing, and the songs may be characterized 

by more extended passages and less repetition.  An excerpt from one song includes: 

I pray, whispering, praying. I rise in the night before dawn. 

I pray, whispering, praying, with tears.  Whatever I face in this life, 

The small problems – I am busy with you, apart from what my eyes see. 

Bitterness becomes sweet if You are satisfied. 

Who is for me apart from You? And who apart from You sees and teaches my 

heart? 

All creatures are shadows. 

I cry to you, O Lord, I cry to you, O Lord. Forgive my small sins in your 

generosity. 

Make my good thoughts intercessions. 

Hearer and Knower of all my situation, Answerer of all questions 

 
 

 
11 Silent dhikr is particularly, although not exclusively, linked with the Naqshabandi order.  



 

 
 
When we pray… 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 7, No 1 | November 2020 
 
 

 

 

 

18 

Let your favour change my situation 

There is no strength but by You. Be gentle and have mercy on my situation. 

Forgive my small sins and pardon. 

Life is pure if you are satisfied, from every fear of destination. 

So take away from me all of life's crises 

O Hearer and Knower of all my situation, O Answerer of all questions. 

 

Another form of songs (anashid) is a lively chant led by a group, accompanied by 

a drum, usually on days of special remembrance or feasts.  For both tarnim and 

anashid, alliteration, rhythm and rhyme are important.  Women’s voices may be 

considered awrah (shameful) and forbidden in some contexts; however in dhikr 

women’s talent in singing is taken up and honoured.  

 

Words of recollection 

What is prayed in the dhikr?  Unlike the set salah, the individual has more freedom of 

choice here.  The act of recollection is important, rather than the specific words to 

achieve it.  The mosque teacher described it: 

Perhaps all the dhikr could be, the Name of God, God only; if we say, O 

Patient One, O Generous One, O Forgiving One, O Merciful One, Praised be God, 

There is no god but God, God is greater, There is no changing or strength except 

in God - any formula is acceptable.  What’s important is that we remember 

God and his greatness and his creation and his characteristics. 

 

Whether repeated phrases, or actual songs or choruses, dhikr draws deeply on 

the formative affect of music, with rhyme and rhythm, on people’s minds and lives.  
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Dhikr is also closely linked with the phrases and sentiments of salah (formal) daily 

prayer.12   
 

Refuge and Forgiveness 

The dhikr times I attended most commonly began with taking refuge, and invoking the 

name of God: 

I take refuge in God, the Hearing, the Knowing, from the accursed devil. 

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Merciful. 

 

‘Taking refuge’ is also at the start of salah. It finds Qur'anic authority in Al-Nahl 

Q16:98: “and when you recite the Qur'an seek refuge with God from Satan the 

accursed.” (Also Al-Falaq Q113:1 and Al-Nas Q114:1, the two frequently-quoted final 

chapters of the Qur’an.)  Together with the invocation of God’s name, it is a protective 

prayer in the context of the uncertainties of daily life (whether in health, education and 

employment, communal relationships or wider politics) and in the face of surrounding 

spiritual forces and the impact of the evil eye.  While the Qur’an generally seeks refuge 

from external danger of the devil or people, the women in that mosque programme 

linked it often to their felt need for forgiveness from God: 

I take refuge in You from the evil I have done, and I come to You in Your grace to 

me, and I come to you in my sin, so forgive me, for there is no one who forgives 

sins except You. 

 

 
 

 
12 For a more detailed discussion, see Dale 2016, pp.180-201. 
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This longing for forgiveness recurred in the constantly heard “God, forgive!” 

istaghfir Allah, and a number of other common invocations, such as this one which links 

with the title of God as most Merciful: 

There is no god but You, praise You.  I was among the wrong-doers, and You are 

the most Merciful of the merciful.” 

 

In this view, the ‘wrongdoers’ or sinful are those who wrong themselves in 

sinning – sin is against the sinner, not against God. Humanity (created weak by God)13 

tends by nature to sin, while God’s nature is to mercy.  God’s sovereignty excludes any 

necessity to forgive.  However it is easy for Him in his omnipotence to forgive: because 

He has not been sinned against, it does not cost Him.  In the transaction between 

Forgiver and forgiven, there is no obligation to forgive, nor any cost in forgiveness.14 

 

Blessing us, and blessing Muhammad 

God is praised for His unique greatness with chanted phrases, whether short such as:  

“There is no god but You, may You be praised,”  

or more extended invocations.  His attributes are also recited and repeated, perhaps to 

affirm the reciters’ faith or to invoke God’s help.  Attributes I often heard were those 

that reflected the worshippers’ needs: including Healer, Giver, Defender, Forgiver, the 

One who relieves troubles, who offers help, orders affairs, hears our voices and 

answers petitions.   

 

 
 

 
13 Al-Nisa' 4:28 
14 Nor does receiving forgiveness from God entail any requirement to forgive others. 
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God is sovereign and bestows forgiveness, and other blessings such as 

protection, healing and provision of needs, as He wills.  On the recipients’ side, they 

place themselves in position to receive through pious practices, including the use of 

prescribed invocations, often at particular times of the day, or for a set number of 

repetitions.   

Dhikr sessions also involved asking God’s blessing on Muhammad, reflecting the 

belief that God will bless those who call down blessing on Muhammad, such as: 

Prayers and peace be with you, O lord, O messenger of God 

or  

Prayers and peace with our lord Muhammad and on his family and friends.    

Muhammad might be invoked with titles such as ‘Beloved of God,’ ‘Advocate’ and 

‘Healer of hearts.’ 

 

Emotion 

Dhikr is also associated with emotional expression.  The preferred leader of group 

prayer is often the one whose voice in leading is most likely to elicit emotion and tears 

among those in the group.  When I attended the early morning Ramadan prayer in a 

Middle Eastern mosque, at 2-3a.m. the mosque was tightly packed with 5-700 women 

in the upper section and many more men below, crying ‘Amin’ after each du‛a’ with 

rising emotional intensity.  Spontaneous tears are expected as a normal part of prayer, 

and this is facilitated by the communal experience of worship. 

Through the recited dhikr we may gain a sense of the “pulsing life of religion,” 

the heart-desire of those who pray.  Dhikr prayers show Muslim women’s yearning for 

a God who will offer refuge and safety in the precariousness of their lives, and also 

their felt need for Divine forgiveness.  Dhikr prayers express hope that God will offer 
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healing, protection, beneficence, hearing and answering their prayers. The exalted 

titles and prayer for Muhammad evince their desire for him to act as their effective 

intercessor with God. Dhikr is linked with du‛a’ because the worshipper needs to evoke 

God’s forgiveness before He will hear their petition.  Through transactional faith 

practice of dhikr and other pious duties, Muslim women seek God’s intervention in daily 

life.   

اعد  – Du‛a’ : Supplication 
 

The women have been involved in dhikr.  Now there is a small shifting of women in 

position, leaning forward slightly, hands together, palms up.  The sheikha leads in the 

du‛a’.  There are about five minutes of petition for Muslims throughout the world, for 

our sisters in Iraq, in Palestine.  She asks God to heal us, our land, our society.  Don’t 

cut us off from your service.  God, purify us from our sins and trespasses.  The women 

join in with ‘Amin’ after each petition.  The sheikha finishes by saying, “The Fatiha,”15 

and the women murmur it quietly with her.  At the end a number of them wipe their 

faces with their hands, bringing the blessing (baraka) of the recited words back on 

themselves.  

The du‛a’ supplications express the worshipper’s desires for God’s intervention 

in the happenings of the world, both individual and among the corporate Muslim umma.  

As du‛a’ is prayed in the community, it indicates something of the way these women 

see their place in the wider community, and how they hold onto the sovereignty of God 

and His purpose for his people alongside what is happening in the world.    

 
 

 
15 The first chapter of the Qur’an: its recitation seals or sanctifies occasions.   
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Content 

(Petition for me!) (Ida‛ili)  is a common part of interaction among devout Muslim 

women, as it is among Christians, who say, “Pray for me (Salili),” reflecting the wider 

use of the term salah among the  Arabic-speaking Christian population.  Women at the 

mosque would often ask me to petition for them, or say, “Petition (God) for me, and I 

petition for you.”  It can mean a general petition for well-being; or frequently among 

young women, for success in studies or family. 

Du‛a’ is universal across the Muslim world, but there is surprisingly little on it in 

writings about Islam. Incorporated into the formal salah (liturgical prayer), du‛a’ finds 

its way also into every part of life. It is not as bounded by rules of purity and language 

as salah, not as controversial as dhikr (repetitive prayer).  It includes invocations for 

rewards in the next life, but is perhaps even more important for seeking power and 

protection for the needs of this life.  Hence it has an important place in the lives and 

practices of Muslim women, who must find a way to access divine power to fulfill their 

responsibilities for family harmony and welfare, amid the restrictions of bodily purity 

which are so weighted against women.  Written, recited or spontaneously uttered, 

du‛a’ voices the piety and deep desires of women and men across the Muslim world.  

Power: Conditions of efficacy 

In du‛a’ the hands are not busy with prayer beads, but most typically held together, 

palms up, in a supplicant position.  Women may stand or sit, according to the position 

they have been in.  Du‛a’ can take place anywhere, on any occasion, and everyone can 

do it.  While it can happen anywhere, some conditions make du‛a’ more effective, more 

likely to elicit a favourable divine response.  I was told: 
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“Petition, when the person has done the ablutions and is sitting facing the 

direction of the qibla, of course is received more than from an inattentive 

person who is watching the television and says, ‘O Lord, give me…’.”  

These conditions include where and when the du‛a’ is prayed. I have seen 

women and also men gathering at shrines from Syria to Sumatra, murmuring prayers 

from the booklets that are usually in a small pile for the visitor seeking extra efficacy 

or baraka (blessing) from the holy person buried there.  A Muslim teacher told me of 

her father standing at the Ka‛aba at Mecca as he prayed that his children would 

become teachers of Islam. In addition to places, there are particular times of power.  

The Night of Power near the end of the month of Ramadan is well known as a night 

when petitions are answered.  As I sat beside the teacher at the mosque on that 

evening, she told me to petition for my family, petition for my children.  Mornings 

(daybreak) and evenings are often quoted as times to recite prayers, often a set 

number of repetitions (three times in the evening, or ten or a hundred times in the 

morning and in the evening; or thirty-three times and thirty-four for the culminating 

invocation). Particular days or months may have their associated invocations and 

attendant rewards.  I visited the mosque teacher one day soon after her husband and 

daughter had returned from making the lesser pilgrimage16 to Mecca.  The teacher 

offered us water from the spring of Zamzam, served in small golden cups, instructing 

us to say a petition when we drank it, because God would answer it.   

 
 

 
16 The ‛Umra ( ةرمع ) – a pilgrimage to Mecca that doesn’t take place at the time of the official Hajj. 
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While du‛a’ can be in any language, use of Arabic is believed to enhance its 

effectiveness.  Booklets and cards of du‛a’ will often include the Arabic with its 

translation and sometimes transliteration for the non-Arabic speaker.17  Actions may 

also contribute.  One prayer is to be ‘read three times when you lie down, placing your 

right hand under your right cheek’ (Al-Husaynaan, 2006:134).  Du‛a’ is most often said 

with hands spread out, palms up, or cupped, to receive blessing: and the hands are 

often wiped over the worshipper’s face at the end, as a physical application of 

blessing.  The prayer for rain (salat al-istisqa’ - usually part of public prayer) may be 

performed with raised hands and the outer garments of the petitioners turned inside 

out, following the example of Muhammad, Prophet of Islam.  

Du‛a’ are generally related to particular situations, more often than for specific 

needs.  Thus invocations are prescribed for an extensive category of occasions such as 

entering and leaving the bathroom, putting on new clothes or undressing, when it 

thunders, or the new moon is sighted, when travelling, when you hear a dog bark, or 

when you see the first dates of the new season.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
17 About 20% of Muslims speak Arabic as their mother tongue. 
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Taking refuge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Widespread use is made also in du‛a’ of ‘taking refuge’ from lurking dangers 

encountered.18 It occurs frequently in the books of recommended du‛a’, as well as the 

exclamation of the ordinary person in the street who has a fright.  Padwick describes it 

as the 'cry of frightened humanity' … 'in a demon-haunted world, in a world … where 

the evil eye is to be feared as well as the attacks of less uncanny human enemies’ 

(1961:97). Some of the perils from which the worshipper seeks refuge in God include: 

'the evil of the whisperer who withdraws,' ' the evil of today and the days after it, 

laziness and old age, the punishment of hellfire and the grave' and similarly, ' the grave 

and its torture,' 'the evil of my soul and the evil of the devil and his helpers,' and 'the 

evil of the  created world' (Al-Qahtani 1996). Other times to take refuge are at the 

 
 

 
18 Al-Nahl 16:98, Al-Falaq 113:1, Al-Nas 114:1: also Al-Mu’minun 23:97-98. 

Figure 2: Du'a' booklets 
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conclusion of salah (as well as its beginning), going into the mosque, in the evening, 

before going to sleep (Al-Husaynaan 2006). 
 

Longings of everyday life 

Du‛a’ can go also beyond formal phrases, repetitions, and conditions of purity and 

pious practice, to express the inner hopes of the petitioner, whether in Arabic, another 

language, or the most inarticulate expressions of heart longing.  In this, as well as all 

the varied contexts in which it is prescribed, du‛a’ recognises the possibility of God 

who is present to, and who may intervene in, every part of our lives as we seek Him.   

Du ‘a’ and Dhikr in the Mosque 

Private petitions at home were more personal: in the mosque petitions were more of 

public concerns.  ‘Our sisters in Palestine and Iraq’ were often mentioned in times of 

du‛a’.  Sometimes there was a clear connection to the content of the petitions.  At 

other times more general invocations of praise or supplication were used, presumably 

said with intent for the women mentioned.  Here again the boundaries between 

recollection and supplication were fairly fluid.   

In the following example, general dhikr invocations are used with specific 

‘intent’ or focus: 

The leader says, “Sisters, we’re going to have special prayer for our sisters in 

Palestine and Iraq.”   

She starts and the women join in:  

O Living and Eternal One, in your mercy we seek your help.   

The phrase is repeated a number of times, followed by other phrases such as: 

O God, help us, O Helper of those who call for help.   

God            

There is no god but You, praise to You.  For I was among the unjust, and You are 
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the most merciful of the merciful.      

O most Merciful of the merciful, have mercy on us.     

O God, to you is our petition.       

For we have not depended (on anyone) other than You    

O God, requite for us our master Muhammad the Apostle of God      

Be pleased with us and purify our hearts      

Your love, O God, purifies our hearts.  Who is equal to you or makes beloved like 

you?    

Praise to God, Lord of all that exists     

 

In these petitions, God is named as Living, Eternal, Merciful, to be Praised.  

Sometimes His characteristics are doubly invoked, perhaps as if to add spiritual force 

even as the meaning is intensified grammatically by doubling: He is Helper of those who 

call for help, Most Merciful of the merciful; and appealed to: If You don’t give, who will 

give? and  No one pardons except You.   

The time of dhikr and du‛a’ is usually concluded by reciting the Fatiha.  Some 

(often older) women may wipe their faces when they have murmured the Fatiha or 

another phrase of invocation into their open hands.    

The act of reciting the characteristics of God enables the worshipper both to 

face her context with confidence that God will act, and at the same time is seen as a 

means of bringing God’s blessing or power to bear on the situation through the act of 

invocation.  The blessing (baraka) released through dhikr is effective for healing, 

forgiveness of sins, success in business ventures.  Thus the recollection (dhikr) enables 

the object of the supplication (du‛a’).   

Enactment of salah and the rest of five pillars entails punishment if they are 



 

 
 
When we pray… 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 7, No 1 | November 2020 
 
 

 

 

 

29 

neglected, and recompense, or merits received, if they are performed satisfactorily.  

Thus (while some of the pillars such as the pilgrimage are believed to bestow 

forgiveness of sins) through the allocation of merits, they form a primary part of 

Divine accounting towards the afterlife and entry into paradise.  But it is through 

popular devotion in dhikr and du‛a’ that people are able to access divine power now in 

their daily lives – both in gaining strength to cope through the affirmation of God’s 

sovereignty and mercy, and also in more direct power for healing, blessing and 

success.  Doumato (2000:38) notes: 

Wherever women are marginalized in the orthodox tradition and barred from 

the sacred precincts, their spiritual needs and their need for community are 

channelled into ritual performances they can do, and what they can do is often 

done in response to needs in their personal lives.” 

 

Women, through these forms of devotion, can gain access to God at any time, 

untrammelled by the restrictions of purity and dress attached to the required forms of 

salah.  For both recollection and supplication, while the conventions of purity and dress 

are preferable, they are not necessary.  For dhikr, “the ablutions are preferred.  It’s not 

prescribed, but it’s preferable to be clean, having done ablutions.”  But these forms of 

worship are possible for women at any time.  “The menstruating woman can do dhikr, 

can make supplications (du‛a’).”  Similarly the rules of dress are less binding: a woman 

can remove her coat if the mosque room is hot, during the dhikr, but she dons it again 

to join in the salah.  In salah set words are prescribed: in dhikr and du‛a’ at the mosque 

there are commonly-used phrases learned and repeated, but the worshipper’s 

expression is not limited only to these.  The mosque teacher explained that someone 

doing dhikr at home “can feel more reverence by himself, and is able to say what he 
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wants and supplicate (du‛a’) as he pleases, if he wants to call out or cry out, or 

whatever is appropriate with God according to his situation, he can do so.”  So dhikr 

and du‛a’ enable women, whatever their context of ritual purity, to access God’s power 

and blessing for their daily family needs.   
 

Emotions 

However these practices are not only mechanical means of accessing Divine blessing 

for life.  People can be deeply emotionally engaged. A young woman told me about her 

experience in the Night of Vigil of Ramadan.  She explained how people attend the 

tarawih (Ramadan evening) prayers,  

“…and then there is ‘staying up in the night’.  They end with prayers an hour 

before sunrise - about 3-4.30 a.m.  It is about reverence and tears.  God 

comes down to the first heaven and answers prayers.  It’s solitude, you and 

God alone.  You feel as if you’re flying, pray until tears come, it’s a strange 

feeling, tears come suddenly.  You pray to God, feel with everyone, love 

everyone, feel soft, forget your worries; and what I feel at night, I try to 

follow in the day, as I am able.” 

 

 I commonly see people weeping quietly, or murmuring ‘O Lord’ with a choked 

voice, sniffing, during both dhikr and du‛a’.  This is especially but not exclusively, so 

during Ramadan; and television coverage of the Pilgrimage shows crowds, both men 

and women, in tears during the times of corporate worship.  A friend explained the 

benefit of tears in terms of a cleansing or cathartic effect.  She preferred to go to a 

particular mosque for the suhur prayers (between midnight and the pre-dawn meal) 

during Ramadan, where the sheikh was especially popular because of how effective his 

voice was in eliciting an emotive response in the respondents. 
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Conclusion  

Generally in the Muslim world men occupy the official religious space.  They have 

primacy of space in the mosque; they stand in the minbars of the mosques; they 

officiate at religious and legal ceremonies, teach the meaning of the sacred writings, 

and pass on the official interpretations of faith and religious life.  But women are in a 

different place. Encouraged to pray salah at home, they are also immersed in all the 

grounded, messy parts of daily life, carrying out the duties that can make one unclean 

and not able to participate in the mandated religious activities, responsible to keep 

ordinary family life going at all the times of crisis or passage. It is women who are 

involved at all the rites of passage that ensure the continuation of life patterns from 

inception to end.  So, beyond personal piety, they use dhikr and du‛a’ to bring blessing 

into the domains of life where as women they carry particular responsibility – family 

needs, daily health, rites of passage.  

  Taken together, the analysis of these different forms of devotion, as practiced 

in the women’s programme in a Middle Eastern Sunni mosque, give us a richer picture 

of the devotional life of Muslim women: and a more adequate base for engagement.  

We can ask, what is the place of these forms of prayer in the lives of the Muslim 

women to whom we are relating? How do the requirements of purity and modesty 

shape their religious practice?  What is the place of emotion in their devotion? What 

are the forces, internal or external, from which they take refuge? What examples or 

narratives in the Bible connect with these forms of prayer, with these expressions, 

constraints or heart-longings? And how can this guide our conversations about the 

One who sends the Holy Spirit to pray within our own hearts, giving voice even to the 

inarticulate thoughts and longings that are too deep to express.  
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