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Louise Griffin 

Introduction 

My husband and I have served in the Arab world for more than 25 years, most recently 

in the Arab Peninsula. 

During 2020 I did a Master’s research project looking at Arab Muslim women, 

bereavement and what this revealed about their perception of God. 

For the research, 22 women from the Arab Peninsula were observed: two-thirds 

Sunni, one-third Ibadi. All were women from among my relationships. I observed some 

women go through bereavement. I also collected personal stories of losses from 

others. I did interviews with some women on religious life and practice. And I collected 

screenshots from almost all the women, of their profiles, messages, and WhatsApp 

status posts. While some posts were light-hearted, many were of a religious nature, 

including many du’a supplications. These were a rich source of information and a 

window into the hearts of the women, revealing their fears and desires. 
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Section I: Predestination, patience and the practice of du’a supplication 

Patience and perseverance 

Almost all of the women struggled with loss. At the same time, acceptance of God's 

will and patience/perseverance in the face of loss was emphasized. One woman 

mentioned sber – patience/perseverance in enduring suffering and loss – as a key 

cultural value. Several posts mentioned patience, for example: 

O God, reward us in our misfortune, and leave us blessing better than it. 

And strengthen our hearts and mend our fractures (broken hearts), O 

Lord of the Worlds. O God make easy for our hearts the bitterness of 

separation, and make us patient with Your destiny (Decree and 

Determination – what God has decreed)...139  

God loves the patient ones. 

One woman posted this verse from the Qur’an on her WhatsApp profile for eight 

months after she lost her husband: 

Give glad tidings to the patient, those who when affliction befalls them, 

say, “Truly we are God’s and to Him we return.” (Surah 2:156-157) 

This is one of the verses in the Qur’an that the phrase ‘Ina lillah wa ina ilayh 

raaja’oun’ (‘To God we belong and to Him we will return’) comes from. The meaning is 

 
 

 
139 Unless otherwise noted, all emphases in quotes and hadith are mine. 
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patience in accepting God's will in His taking of the one that has been lost. This phrase 

is almost always used to announce a death, and during the period of mourning.  

In Islam the tradition of lamentation is discouraged.140 The bereaved person is 

urged to accept with patience and resignation God's decree to take someone's life, 

even when it was tragic or premature. Lamentation suggests a lack of forbearance and 

questions God's wisdom in decreeing death.  

However, I noted many examples of women crying, often in secret. Many were 

intense, and there even seemed despair. And for some who had just suffered a loss, the 

emphasis on patience seemed to cover up the pain. One friend told me her mother was 

sboura (patient) after the loss of her daughter. But she told me later that she often 

found her mother crying in bed after everyone else had gone to sleep.  

I found two hadith about bereavement and weeping in a book one of the women 

gave me in 2015: Riyad Al Salihin – Gardens of the Righteous, written by Imam Nawawi, a 

13th century Islamic scholar from Damascus. A neighborhood group she attended was 

studying this book. Muhammad was seen weeping over the death of a follower, and 

then of his son: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
140 Leor Halevi, “Funerary practices,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. 3, ed. Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krämer, et. al (Leiden: Brill, 
2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_27205. 
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929. Ibn Umar relates that the Holy Prophet visited Sa’ad ibn Ubadah in 

his illness… The Holy Prophet on seeing Sa’ad began to weep and his 

companions also wept. He told them: Listen well. Allah does not punish 

the shedding of tears or the grief of the heart, but punishes or forgives 

the utterances of this; and he pointed to his tongue. (Bokhari and Muslim)  

931. Anas relates that the Holy Prophet came to his son Ibrahim when he 

was in extremity and his eyes began to run, whereupon Abdur Rahman ibn 

Auf exclaimed: Messenger of Allah, even you? The Holy Prophet said: Ibn 

Auf, this is but the tenderness of the heart. He wept again and said: The 

eye sheds tears and the heart is sorrowful. But we utter only that which 

should please our Lord. We are indeed grieved, Ibrahim, by thy parting. 

(Bokhari)141  

According to these hadith, weeping is permitted, but not words questioning God.  

Predestination 

Patience in accepting the loss of a loved one is a product of the doctrine of 

predestination, one of the key beliefs in Islam about God, death, and the afterlife. The 

Arabic term for predestination is al-Qadha wa al-Qadar. Hoffman translates this as 

“(Divine) decree and determination”142 – God has decreed all things from eternity and 

His determination carries this out. She cites two hadith about predestination: 

 
 

 
141 Imam Nawawi, Gardens of the Righteous: Riyadh as-Salihin, trans. Muhammad Zafrulla Khan (London: Curzon and Tilford, 
Surrey: Islam International Publications, 1975), https://www.alislam.org/library/books/GardensRighteous.pdf. 
142 Valerie Hoffman, The Essentials of Ibadi Islam, (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2012), ebook 384. 



 

 
Patronage 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 10, No 1 | June 2022 

 
 

 

 

 

113 

The first thing God created was the Pen, which He commanded to write 

the destinies of all things until the day of Judgment (Abu Dawud). 

An angel visits each unborn child after 120 days in the womb and writes 

its sex, sustenance, term of life (i.e. time of death), its deeds, and whether 

it will be happy or miserable in the afterlife (Muslim). 

According to Ghulam, predestination is the 6th pillar of faith in Islam. He 

describes it in this way: 

We believe Allah has created the universe and He is the Absolute 

Controller and Regulator. Allah has fixed a set course for everything in 

the universe. This is called al-Qadr. Nothing can happen without the will 

and the knowledge of Allah. The destiny of every creature is already 

known to Allah…143 

The conclusion and application of this is the belief that everything is 

predestined by God, including life and death. And because Islam means “total 

submission to the ordinances of Allah”144, Muslims must accept everything that 

happens in life, good or bad, as being ordained by God. 

This belief showed through in many posts: 

 
 

 
143 Sawar Ghulam, Islam: Beliefs and Teachings, 8th ed. (London: The Muslim Educational Trust, 2006). https://www.muslim-
library.com/english/islam-beliefs-and-teachings/, 22. 
144 Badru D. Kateregga and David W. Shenk, A Muslim and a Christian in Dialogue (Scottdale, PE: Herald Press, 1997), 27. 
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Good morning to hearts content with the decrees. So, be content with 

them.  

Our hearts were saddened when they passed away, and our eyes cried 

because of their separation (from us). But we are satisfied with the 

(divine) determination of the Creator and our tongues will continue to 

call out in supplication for them.  

My brother and friend and beloved and support and help has departed 

and this by God’s command . So, O God, no objection, praise be to God in 

every situation.  

Du’a supplication and the changing of destiny 

The belief that everything has been predestined from eternity and that one needs to 

accept this and submit to it with patience is a seemingly impenetrable ceiling that 

women face in life.  

But I discovered there is a way out – du’a. This is the word in Islam for the prayer 

of supplication. Salat refers to the ritual prayer that Muslims perform five times a day. 

It consists of the Fatiha, the opening surah of the Qur'an, followed by any other surah 

or verses from the Qur'an. Du’a, in contrast, is an appeal to God for something. 

One of the biggest surprises from the research was the large number of 

supplications posted by women, including personal prayers, prayers for the 

Coronavirus pandemic, prayers for the sick, and prayers for the dead. Du’a are 

obviously important to the women, yet according to the doctrine of predestination, it 

seemed that destiny could not be changed. Despite this doctrine, however, I was 

surprised to come across posts during Ramadan about the changing of destiny: 
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The Night of Decree. It was named with this name because our destinies 

we believe can be changed. I ask You, O God, to make it arrive.   

O God, make us arrive at the Night of Decree and make us of those whose 

destinies were changed for the best. 

I also discovered an interesting hadith:   

Nothing can change destiny except du’a. (Tirmidhi 2319) 145  

The Night of Decree 

The references in posts to changing of destiny were mostly during Ramadan and in 

particular the Night of Decree during the last 10 days of Ramadan.  

The Night of Decree (Laylat al-Qadar) commemorates the night when the first 

surah of the Qur’an was sent down. It is also called the Night of Power, or the Night of 

Destiny. According to Surah 97, on this night God sends His angels down with destinies 

for the coming year. So Muslims spend all this night supplicating and asking God to 

change these destinies for something better. 

 
 

 
145 Found in M.M. Dheen Mohamed, “Muslim Prayer in Practice” in Prayer: Christian and Muslim Perspectives, ed. David 
Marshall and Lucinda Mosher (Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 25-40.; “Can Supplications Change 
Destiny?” About Islam, August 13, 2021, https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-about-islam/can-supplication-dua-change-
destiny/; and Abu Muhammad, “Dua has the Ability to Change one’s Destiny,” Arab News, February 21, 2014, 
https://www.arabnews.com/news/528851 
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How does this reconcile with the doctrine of predestination? Razi146 cites two 

medieval scholars, Ibn Taymimah and Ibn Qaiyyim al-Jawziyya, who provided an 

elaborate reconciliation of changing of destinies: the destinies written on the 

‘Preserved Tablet’ in heaven are general and overall but there are other destinies that 

are details of this and subject to change: the lifespan of a person, the annual destinies 

sent down on the Night of Decree and the daily destiny for maintaining the universe. 

But it is unclear how widely this reconciliation was accepted. In general Muslims 

simply accept the belief in predestination and engage in supplication without 

questioning how they can be reconciled.  

The changing of destiny is supposed to be just for the coming year. But I also 

found prayers for paradise in the supplications; for example a special supplication that 

could be prayed during the last 10 days of Ramadan and the Night of Decree:  

 Oh God, we ask you the best and more.  

This post includes this explanation with the du’a: “the best means paradise and 

more means to meet God in paradise.” 

 Other posts included: 

 

 

 
 

 
146 Mohammed Razi, “Concept of al Qadaa and al-Qadar,” Learn Deen, April 12, 2004. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20081203154722/http://www.learndeen.com/jm/deen-islam/aqueeda-a-tawheed/qada-wal-
qadar1/44/57-concept-of-al-qadaa-and-al-qadar.html 
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Oh God, as we have reached the night of halfway through Your holy 

month, make us arrive at the completion of the month, and recognition of 

the Night of Decree, and write in it for us your emancipation from the 

fire.  

O God, make us of those to whom intercessions were made and You have 

forgiven and written paradise for them. O God, provide us with Your 

pardon and Your forgiveness and emancipation from Your fires (hell).  

Resignation and Manipulation 

Bill Musk has contributed the paradigm of resignation/manipulation: Muslims resign 

themselves to accept whatever happens because God has decreed it. But at the same 

time, they actively manipulate this through employing a range of folk Islamic 

practices.147 But the manipulation of God’s will that Musk describes is focused on 

survival in this life, not where women will spend eternity. 

The emphasis on supplication fits this paradigm, but with two differences. Firstly, 

the women in this study, while showing acceptance of fate in this life and resignation 

to God’s will and decrees, were also intensely focused on eternity and changing their 

ultimate destiny. And this was achieved through du’a supplication. 

 
 

 
147 Musk, Touching the Soul of Islam, p.175-196.  
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Secondly du’a supplication is an orthodox practice, not a folk practice. And 

changing of destiny has orthodox support. Halevi148 and Yusuf149 both mention that 

du’a for the dead is encouraged.  

Other practices I observed amongst women were: offering of sadaqa (alms) on 

behalf of the deceased and doing the umrah (the minor pilgrimage to Mecca) on behalf 

of the deceased. However du’a supplication was the practice that stood out. Women 

may have been doing this previously, but I never saw it. However, social media brought 

this into light and sharp focus. 

None of the women in this study used occult practices in seeking to change 

eternal destiny. However, in 2013, I visited one woman who wanted to meet a friend of 

mine from Africa, to seek her help in communicating with her daughter who had died in 

a car accident. 

Special times and places 

Surah 97 says the Night of Decree is better than a thousand months – 83 years of 

worship. This shows the value of this night and why our friends are so focused on 

praying on this night. But there were other special times that seemed to increase the 

chance of du’a supplications being accepted. These included Fridays, White days – the 

three days of full moon in the middle each month – and the Day of Arafah.  

The Day of Arafah is the second day of the hajj pilgrimage in Mecca, and the day 

before Eid Al-Adha. On this day pilgrims travel to Mount Arafah and spend all day 

 
 

 
148 Halevi, “Funerary practices.”  
149 Hamza Yusuf, “Death, Dying and the Afterlife in the Quran,” in The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary, ed. 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2015),ebook 99135-100222.).  
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supplicating for forgiveness. Some Muslims who are not on the hajj pilgrimage fast on 

this day. One hadith says: 

There is no day on which Allah (swt) frees people from the Fire more so 

than on the Day of Arafah. (Muslim)150 

There are also special places that increase the favorability of supplications being 

answered. The Masjid al-Haram (Great Mosque) in Mecca is the most favorable – 

prayers offered there have 100,000 times the value of prayers offered anywhere 

else.151 This is possibly why people do the minor pilgrimage on behalf of someone who 

died. Offering du’a supplication in mosques is also favorable. 

‘Du’a, the weapon of the believer’ 

Near the end of my research I came across a book by Yasir Qadhi, an American Muslim 

theologian of Pakistani origin: Du’a: the weapon of the believer.152 He also cites the 

hadith “Nothing can change destiny except du’a.” And he discusses the right etiquette 

for making du’a in order to increase the chances of it being accepted. Offering du’a at 

special times and in special places are two of the practices for this, but also repetition 

of the names and attributes of God. 

 
 

 
150 Mufti Muhammad Ismail, “The Day of Arafah: All Your Questions Answered,” Muslim Hands, 
https://muslimhands.org.uk/latest/2018/08/the-day-of-arafah-what-is-the-significance-and-how-do-we-make-the-most-
of-it 
151 Sunan Ibn Majah 1406, https://sunnah.com.   
152 Abu Ammaar Yasir Qadhi, Du’a: the Weapon of the Believer: a treatise on the status and etiquette of du’a in Islam 
(Birmingham, UK: Al-Hidaayah, 2001), https://islamfuture.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/du-a-the-weapon-of-the-
believer.pdf. 
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Qadhi makes the important point that there are no special conditions for making 

du’a: women can be in their monthly period and a state of ritual impurity, but unlike 

with salat, they can still offer du’a. Being able to make du’a supplication even in a state 

of impurity is a tremendous bonus for women. 

Conclusion  

Women earnestly desire and seek some control over their future and their final 

destiny, for themselves and those they have lost. Du’a is the only crack in the ceiling of 

predestination that women have. So, they pursue this with all their energy. 

Questions:  

1. How do you see the belief in predestination and the practice of 

manipulation manifesting itself with the friends you minister to? 

2. What have you observed and learned about du’a from your friends? Ask 

them about it. 

3. What religious things do your friends post on social media? 
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Section II: Fear of death, the grave and God: the perception of God among 
Arab Muslim women in the face of tragedy, death and suffering 

Beliefs about the Afterlife 

The du’a supplications for the dead posted on social media were an eye-opener into 

beliefs about death and the afterlife. For example: 

O God, have mercy on [ ] and forgive her and make her grave a garden of 

the gardens of Paradise.O God, it is our dead in Your custody and the 

cords of Your vicinity. Guard them from the trial of the grave and the 

punishment/torment of the Fire. You are faithful and true. Have mercy on 

them, You are the Forgiving and the Merciful One. (Sunan Daud Book 21 

Hadith 3202) 

O God, have mercy on those who have been separated from us and You 

know the suffering of their loss and the measure of our yearning/ longing 

for them. O God forgive them and let them pass unpunished and cool their 

graves and make their graves the most beautiful dwellings their eyes 

have fallen asleep in, And provide them with the pleasure of looking at 

Your generous face.  

Orthodox belief is that the soul remains in the grave with the body until the day 

of resurrection.153 There is a questioning in the grave by angels, followed by the 

torment of the grave and various tortures such as being bitten by snakes and being 

 
 

 
153 Halevi, “Funerary practices.”  
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crushed. Those with the correct answers to the questions will be protected from the 

torment. At the day of resurrection, all mankind will be raised and have to stand in 

terror waiting for the day of judgment and the reckoning.154 

A favorite prayer in social media posts was for God to make their grave a garden 

of the gardens of paradise and not a pit of the pit of hell. Also, although there were 

some hints in posts of the soul going to paradise, most prayers were for those in  

the grave.  

Fear of the Grave 

Although true worshippers are promised protection from the torment, a widening 

grave and a window opening to paradise, most of the focus of supplications was on 

asking for protection for the dead from the torment and relief from suffering and 

loneliness. This indicates fear of death, the grave, and the afterlife. And ultimately this 

points to a fear of God and the Day of Judgment. 

One woman posted this picture of an open grave with the body wrapped in white 

placed in a niche on one side. This shows the method of burial in this part of the world. 

At the bottom is a hadith that graphically portrays the fear of the grave that Muslims 

have: 

 
 

 
154 Roberto Tottoli, “Afterlife,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. 3, ed. Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krämer, et. al (Leiden: Brill, 2009). 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_22930; and Yusuf, “Death, Dying.” 
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The Messenger of God, PBUH, said: “I have not seen a sight more 

frightening than the sight of the grave.” (Tirmidhi 2308)  

It seems even Islam’s founder was afraid of the grave, something his followers 

have inherited.  

This corresponds with what I found in a paper I did on cultural values for an 

anthropology course. The saddest experiences in women's lives were always the death 

of someone close to them. The greatest fears were fear of God, the torment of the 

grave and its various tortures (snakes and being crushed), and hellfire. The number one 

desire of women was for paradise. 

This also confirms what Abdel-Khalek, a researcher in Kuwait, discovered.155 He 

developed a death anxiety scale for the Arab world (Arabic Scale of Death Anxiety – 

 
 

 
155 Ahmed M. Abdel-Khalek, “The Arabic Scale of Death Anxiety (ASDA): Its development, validation, and results in three 
Arab countries,” Death Studies 28 no. 5 (2004): 435-457. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180490437572 
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ASDA) and tested it in Egypt, Kuwait and Syria. He found that there was a fear of four 

factors: dead people and tombs/graves, postmortem events, incurable disease, and 

preoccupation with death. The item “fear of the torture of the grave” had a very high 

score. In addition, Abdel-Khalek found that women had significantly higher ASDA score 

than men, and that those from Kuwait had higher scores than those from Egypt  

and Syria. 

Image of God 

When sharing our message of hope, the best place to start is the image of God and 

address their worldview about God. For this reason, the ultimate aim of the research 

was to discern the image or perception of God that women possessed, and out of this 

develop a response. 

Requests for mercy and forgiveness were the main theme of the supplications. 

For example, this plea: 

Oh God, have mercy on our departed one. Oh God, forgive her till nothing 

remains to be forgiven. Oh God, have mercy on her till nothing remains to 

have mercy on. Oh God, be satisfied with her till nothing remains (still) to 

be satisfied with. 

All the women in this study seemed to be fully aware of their need for 

forgiveness. The intense and repeated cry for the forgiveness of sins suggests that 

this is one of their greatest felt needs, for example in this du’a: 

O God, do not dismiss me from this night, except with (my) sins forgiven 

[...] O God, grant us the best of that night, Your forgiveness (absolution), 

Your generosity and Your grace, O God, O God, O God. 
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Women were also afraid of dying without an opportunity to repent. “O God, O 

God, O God” and “O Lord, O Lord, O Lord” were used in the final line of many pleas, 

showing despair and intensity. 

The most frequently mentioned attributes of God were merciful and forgiving: 

o Most Merciful of the Merciful (aRaham ar-rahmin): used 14 times; 

o Much Forgiving (al-Ghfour): used 12 times; 

o The Pardoner (al-Afou): mentioned 9 times; 

o The Generous One (al-Karim): mentioned 17 times. 

While the repetition of God's names and attributes is a practice that Muslims 

employ to increase the chances of their supplications being accepted by God and 

answered,156 the emphasis on God’s mercy and forgiveness, and the use of the names 

‘The Most Merciful of the Merciful’ and ‘The Pardoner’ suggest that this is the type of 

God that women desire.  

However, there is a contradiction in what women asked: after invoking God as 

the Most Merciful of the Merciful, they then supplicate to God for him to relieve the 

suffering of their dead, for them to rest assured of his acceptance of them, and that 

they would not be tormented while they ask for forgiveness. 

None of the women in this study were MBBs, but we know from MBBs from the 

region that the God of mercy is only one face of the God of Islam. There is another face 

they sense, the face of punishment. If they do anything bad they will be punished with 

 
 

 
156 Qadhi, Du’a. 
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hell. This is the face they primarily see, and they are afraid of it.157 This other face of 

wrath was hinted at in some posts:  

Oh God, establish our hearts in Your love, obedience and piety, and grant 

us your forgiveness, contentment and the gain of your paradise, and keep 

us away from your dissatisfaction and anger, O Lord of the Worlds.  

O God, make us to be among those who, if they have done good, rejoice, 

and if they have done wrong, to ask for forgiveness, and You do not 

forbid us (to ask for forgiveness). And we ask You that, while we are 

seeking forgiveness, that You do not torment us [...]  

And in this line from a supplication for the dead in a book of supplications: 

O God, make them of those who delight in comfort and fragrance and a 

Lord not wrathful.158 

The face of mercy seems to be the God they desire and hope for, whereas the 

actual image they have of God is a God with two faces, one merciful and the other 

wrathful. The women are afraid of this second face. 

The emphasis on asking for God’s mercy also portrays a perception of a God 

who is absolutely sovereign, a God they need to beg for mercy from. One of the lines of 

a prayer for the Night of the Decree calls God the “Doer of what He wants.” This 

 
 

 
157 Warrick Farah, “Factors Influencing Arab Muslims to Embrace Biblical Faith that Inform Adaptive Evangelism in Islamic 
Contexts” (PhD thesis, Fuller Theological Seminary, 2015).  
158“Prayers for the Dead,” in Call to Me and I Will Answer You, a book of supplications, 72-74. 
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implies a God who is completely sovereign and who can do whatever he wants, 

including changing his decrees.  

This corresponds with Zwemer's analysis that the most important thing about 

God is his will and Muslims must submit to his decrees.159 Zwemer also comments that 

the God of Islam has no commitment to any moral standard. He can do whatever he 

wants and change his mind when and if he wants. He created good and evil, including 

hell, death, Satan, evil spirits, demons, even all the good and evil acts of men.160 And he 

has decreed everything that will happen good and bad and has all power to do it. 

This absolute sovereignty corresponds also with the basic meaning of Islam: 

“total submission to the ordinances of Allah, the only true God.”161 As Musk says: 

“Submission is the basic ‘ought’ of most Muslim cultures. The God of Islam is 

sovereign, beyond the appeals of created things…There is no arguing His ‘will.’” 162  

One vivid illustration of submission to Allah that I once saw was a lady whom I 

asked whether she was sure of her final destination in paradise, she replied: “Yes, I am 

sure that I will go to paradise if God wills. But if God chooses that I should go to hell, I 

will go gladly, because I did His will.” 

 Lack of assurance also showed through in supplications: 

O God, have mercy on their loneliness/desolation in the grave and grant 

them Your assurance on the day of resurrection.  

 
 

 
159 Samuel Zwemer, “The Moslem Doctrine of God,” in The Samuel Zwemer 7-in-1 Collection, vol. 1 (New York: American Tract 
Society, 1905), 428-491. 
160 Hoffman, The Essentials. 
161 Badru D. Kateregga and David W. Shenk, A Muslim and a Christian in Dialogue (Scottdale, PE: Herald Press, 1997), 27. 
162 Musk, Touching, 221. 
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Conclusion 

The image of God Arab Muslim women have is a God with two faces, one merciful and 

the other wrathful, a God who is all-powerful and is totally sovereign. Women are 

afraid of the second face of wrath. While they desire and hope for a God who is 

merciful, they have to reconcile this with a God who will not let them into paradise 

without first being tormented in the grave and terrified after the resurrection waiting 

for the final judgment. Moreover, he has decreed some for the fires of hell. Women 

hope that there will be some justice from God and that he will reward them for their 

faithfulness. But they leave this life without certainty of God’s acceptance and entry 

into paradise. The one thing that is certain for them is the torment, the punishment of 

the grave and the trial that awaits them there. The result is fear of the grave, and 

ultimately, fear of God.  

Questions:  

1. What are your friends’ greatest fears? 

2. What have you discerned about your friends’ image of God? 
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Section III: Ministry to Arab Muslim women experiencing tragedy, 
suffering and loss: sharing the message of Christ with them.  

Death – a traumatic subject for Muslims 

All of the women I observed struggled with loss. Death was a traumatic subject  

for them. 

Joy Loewen says: 

Goodbyes are indeed painful and hard to accept, but especially so for the 

Muslim, who has little certainty or comfort in what is to come [...] Final 

goodbyes in times of death are incredibly difficult for the Muslim to face. 

Numerous Muslim friends have responded to the news of death’s finality 

with great fear and discomfort. … Saying final goodbyes to loved ones is 

lonely and painful for all people. But death is most frightening to Muslims, 

who have no assurance as to where they will spend eternity. They can 

only hope in God’s mercy. 163  

oewen recounts several stories of Muslim friends. One was afraid to learn to 

drive because she would have to pass by a cemetery near her house. Another bought a 

book after her mother had died to learn how to communicate with her in the afterlife. 

Another had been calling her home country for three months to find out how her sick 

mother was doing when they finally told her that her mother had died three months 

earlier. Another hadn’t moved her husband’s clothes for two years following his death. 

 
 

 
163 Joy Loewen, Women to Women: Sharing Jesus with a Muslim Friend (Grand Rapids, MI: Chosen Books, 2010), 163, 165. 
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Ministry to bereaved women 

The Bible exhorts us “to weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15). Visiting the 

bereaved in times of mourning, and especially during the ‘Azza, the three days of 

visiting after a death, is a strong value in Arab culture, and even a duty. As one lady 

shared: people are always together, whether in times of joy or in times of sadness.  

If someone in a family dies they always visit the family and sit with them to ease  

the pain. 

Visiting grieving people is the first step in ministering to them. The ‘Azza is 

important but usually very busy and limited only to expressing condolences. Later 

visits when you can have more private time with the person may provide more 

opportunity for ministering to them. 

Healing the Wounds of Trauma has a chapter on bereavement and some practical 

guidelines for ministering to the bereaved.164 It states that in the early stages of a 

loss, those bereaved are not ready for theological teachings or sermons; they need 

comfort and consolation. So, that should be the focus during this time. The authors 

also state that one of the ways to help people get the pain out of their hearts is to talk 

about it.  

Resources for sharing our message of hope with bereaved Muslim women 

Loewen shares how telling the stories of the death of her mother and father provoked 

great interest on the part of her friends, who were amazed at the peace and certainty 

 
 

 
164 Harriet Hill, Margaret Hill, et al., Healing the Wounds of Trauma (Philadelphia, PA: The American Bible Society, 2016), 29-
40. 



 

 
Patronage 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 10, No 1 | June 2022 

 
 

 

 

 

131 

of the eternal life they demonstrated. Sharing about heaven also provoked the  

same reaction.165 

An older resource is J.O. Terry’s Good News for those with Stories of Grief.  

He states:  

Among Muslim women in North Africa, the Middle East and South Asia, 

there is a custom of sharing stories of misfortune, suffering and grief 

which have befallen them … In their stories of misfortune, women release 

their emotion in a performance of storytelling which validates their honor 

and feminine identity. The women create their own image of themselves in 

life stories for their own consumption.166 

Terry developed a series of stories from the Bible adapted and shaped for women 

who have suffered losses. The purpose was not to strongly evangelize them, but rather 

to capture their attention and interest through stories of women facing loss from 

God’s Word, allow God’s Word to speak into their lives through these examples and 

stimulate a desire to hear more from God’s Word. 

In response to observing three families face bereavement in 2019, my husband 

(Jeff) wrote a book: You know my Sorrows: How I can find hope in the midst of my loss.167 

It is available in diglot English-Arabic. The first chapter looks at Job, his huge losses 

and his struggles. In the end God steps in and speaks to him. He does not answer any 

 
 

 
165 Loewen, Women to Women, 168-172. 
166 J.O. Terry, Good News for Those with Stories of Grief (Singapore: International Mission Board, 1999), 1. 
167 Jeff Griffin, You Know my Sorrows: How I can find hope in the midst of my loss (Al Menara Books, 2020). 
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of His questions, but just Him speaking is enough to bring Job comfort. He now knows 

God has not forgotten him. 

Fear of death and the grave 

For women not in the midst of bereavement and grieving, it is possible to share more 

directly about our hope in Christ.  

 In developing a response to beliefs about death and the afterlife, it is helpful to 

ask the question: ‘Where is the pain?’ or ‘Where does it hurt?’ 

As we have seen, the pain seems to be that women have no certainty about their 

reward from God, and instead have a fear of him. The only crack of hope they have is 

through intense du’a supplication to God for mercy, forgiveness, favor, and 

acceptance. This seems to be what they are looking and represents a good bridge for 

us to share our message of hope.  

Using supplications as a bridge to explore beliefs, fears and what women  
desire most 

The topic of supplications for the Night of Decree and for the dead has opened some 

fruitful conversations about what we believe.  

During a visit after Ramadan 2021, I asked one lady: “This Ramadan, did you offer 

supplications to God? And what did you ask God for?” The lady replied, “Everything, for 

my children, my health, my family, for God’s mercy and paradise.” A partner with me 

for the visit asked me: “And you, Louise, what did you ask God for?” I thought for a 

moment, then replied, “Well, for my country, because it has been hit hard by Corona 

and many are suffering. And for my mother, because she is over 90 and it is almost two 

years since I have seen her, for my family and friends.” Then I added: “And I prayed for 

my friends here. I prayed for them to go to paradise.”  
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This was because I read the supplications my friends posted. I was surprised and 

shocked at what they were asking God for. I was sad because I could see the pain in 

their hearts. Their supplications showed that they believe their dead are suffering and 

being tortured in the grave because of their sins. They were asking for God to 

illuminate their graves because they were in the dark, for water and rain to cool them 

down because they were hot and for a breeze from paradise to cool them down. And 

they asked for God’s mercy on them. I sensed they were sad because they believe 

these things. 

 “However, the Holy Bible says something so different! And that is why we can 

have rest and peace. If our dead believe what the Bible says, we know where they are, 

in heaven, and we know that they are well. Yes, we are still sad when they die, and we 

pray – but not for the dead. We pray for those still alive, their family, because they are 

sad. We pray for God’s love, His grace, His comfort and His strength during that 

difficult time.” 

Then I went on to talk about how God did not create evil or death. “Death entered 

the world because Adam and Eve disobeyed God in paradise. But after God expelled 

them, He did not abandon mankind. He developed a plan to give mankind another 

opportunity. And this was through the ‘seed of the woman.’” Then after telling some of 

the stories of sacrifices, I came to Jesus the Messiah, the Lamb of Redemption. 

Throughout the conversation the lady seemed to be sincerely attentive and 

nodding with her head in agreement. At the end she said: “This is a very  

important talk.”  
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Exploring apparent contradictions – a response from the Bible 

Another approach could be to gently explore contradictions in women’s beliefs with 

regard to the two faces of God, one merciful and the other wrathful. The following are 

some Bible stories that we can use. These stories also cover the origin of evil, the 

origin of death, and flows into the hope we have in Christ: 

i. Origin of evil I: Satan’s rebellion against God. Evil does not have its origin in 

God. God is a holy, righteous, and good God. He is light (1 John 1: 5). Evil, on 

the contrary, came from Satan first and then from man, from their 

choosing to disobey God. Satan is a fallen angel (2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6; Luke 

10:18). Satan’s sin originated in him when he was puffed up because of his 

great beauty and wanted to be like the Most High (Isaiah 14:12-15; Ezekiel 

28:11-19, interpreted figuratively). After Satan’s downfall, God judged him 

and the angels who followed him by preparing a place of eternal fire for 

them (Matthew 25:41). Stories of Life Productions has a video-told story in 

Arabic about Satan, his rebellion, and his downfall.168 

ii. Origin of evil II: Adam, Eve, and the Fall. Evil also entered the world 

through Adam and Eve’s disobedience (Genesis 2:16-17; 3:15,19,21,23; 

Romans 5:12; 1 Corinthians 15:21). Because of God’s holiness, man, now 

stained by sin, could no longer live in His presence, for without holiness no 

one will see the Lord (Hebrews 12:14). The way back to paradise is not 

 
 

 
168 Stories of Life Productions, “God’s love story,” https://hikayaat.com/gulf-arabic/. 
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continuous supplications for forgiveness and mercy and endless efforts to 

do good works, but redemption through the seed of the woman. 

iii. God and His purposes are immutable: Numbers 23:19; Malachi 3:6; James 

1:16; 2 Timothy 2:13; Hebrews 6:17; Hebrews 6:18; Matthew 24:35; Hebrews 

10:23; 2 Corinthians 1:19-20. 

iv. Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16:19-31): After death the soul does not 

remain in the grave but departs to the place of the dead. Prior to the 

crucifixion, this consisted of two parts – paradise and a place of suffering 

and torment.  

v. The thief on the cross (Luke 23:39-43): This also shows that the soul can go 

paradise immediately after death – and that Jesus is the door for this: 

“Today you will be with me in paradise.”  

vi. Jesus’ death and resurrection: Jesus is the one who defeated sin and the 

grave when he died on the cross and rose from the dead. His death 

provided eternal redemption and forgiveness for our sins, and his 

resurrection defeated Satan’s power over mankind through death 

(Hebrews 2:14-15). In his hands are the keys of death and the world of the 

dead (Revelation 1:17-18). If we repent, believe in Jesus, and accept him as 

Lord, when we die we will go to be with him in paradise. 

vii. Revelation 21:1-7 gives a beautiful picture of heaven where God will be with 

us; there will be no more death and no more pain. 
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Conclusion 

Bereavement is an opportunity to practically share the love of Christ with women 

through comforting them and sharing their grief.  

For those on the other side of bereavement and grief, it is possible to share more 

directly our message of hope with them. The topic of du’a supplication has opened 

doors for rich conversations with friends about what they are asking God for during 

Ramadan, and about what they believe about the afterlife compared with what we as 

followers of Jesus believe. And the fear of death and the grave offers fertile ground 

for sharing the Bible’s answer to this. 

Questions:  

1. What funerary practices and customs have you observed in your area of 

service? 

2. What are some steps and practical guidelines you have adopted in 

ministering to bereaved women?  

3. What are some Bible passages you have used to address the image of a 

two-faced God, merciful and wrathful, that women are afraid of? 
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