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I remember, as a teenager, going to visit the ‘bath-house’ with Mum, in the Old City of this large 
Middle Eastern Capital. We went on Women’s Day, the one day of the week when the historic 
baths were transformed from Men’s to Women’s space. We would catch a taxi to the outskirts 
of the suburb and walk the rest of the way in, through winding dusty streets, between old 
buildings and overhanging balconies. We would descend down the stone steps, past the 
guard, through the double-curtained doorway, into the cool of the front atrium, ringed with 
platforms where other bathers prepared to ablute or relaxed after the experience. A woman 
at a desk took our money and gave us wooden clogs, cotton towels, soap and tin bowls to pour 
water over ourselves. 

The bathing experience itself often felt a little counter-intuitive; with water on the ground and 

the occasional cockroach in the steam room, it didn’t feel like the most sterile or pure of spaces. 

But after covering ourselves with steam, soap, and hot-then-cold-water, and being scrubbed 

within an inch of our lives by a busty woman in a damp gallabiyah, we returned to the outer 

atrium for our cup of sweet local tea feeling refreshed and even reborn (particularly on the day 

when I forgot to bring a change of undergarments and had to return home ‘commando’!). Around 

us others drank their tea or had their armpits waxed, while the cool breeze from an electric fan 

evaporated the water from our skin. When our hair was dry enough to be respectable, we robed 

up again and left this seasonal women’s space to catch a taxi back to one of the most exclusively 

Muslim suburbs in the city, and our home for that season.

Here we lived in an apartment block with three other families, all related. I was only there (on 

holidays from boarding school) for a few weeks or months at a time, but I was quickly invited 

and immersed into the life and relationships Mum was making with our women neighbours. The 

neighbour below us was married to a man with a crippled hand, like the one Jesus healed on the 

Sabbath, in defiance of the Pharisees. According to his wife, this man’s injury had been caused 

by the evil eye - because evil entered because they boasted about the new car - and shortly 

afterwards he was in an accident; the car was a write-off and he was permanently maimed. In 

that gendered society we didn’t relate to her husband, but our neighbour often invited Mum - 

and when I was home, me - into her home for coffee or matte, the Argentine tea drink popular 

locally and conversations about everything from recipes and family gossip to vaginal discharge 

and the war in Lebanon. 

It was during one of those holidays that Mum went downstairs to have tea, while I stayed 

upstairs to read. Part way through the morning, Mum called me; I needed to come downstairs 

immediately to remove a dead pigeon from the balcony of our neighbour. I was confused but 

grabbed a plastic bag and went down to complete the task, finding Mum comforting a distraught 
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neighbour. Later, Mum told me that our neighbour saw this as an omen. Every time a pigeon 

died on her property it foretold the death of a family member. The pigeon went harmlessly 

enough into our bin. A little while later, a relative of our neighbour died. It was and is hard 

to sit with the strangeness of these circumstances and a clear Christian theology.

On another holiday from boarding school, Dad came home from his work as an English 

teacher-trainer and told us that, without any notice or external support, a blind student 

had been enrolled in his class. Could I come and be a teacher’s aide to assist her in a class 

built for seeing people? I was bored at home over the long summer, so I said yes. Thus 

began a wonderful friendship with Rana, who was a brilliant and thoughtful young woman 

who played chess, had a Masters degree, and who often travelled solo, even in the merry 

chaos of the city

Around that same time, I made friends with another young lady in the class, Hala. Towards 

the end of the course, she gave me a card invitation, gilt with silver and written in neatly 

typed Arabic calligraphy. As she gave me the invitation, she explained that it was to a 

graduation party for a course she had been assisting in, teaching young women and girls 

to memorize the Qur’an. A little unsure how to respond, I took the card home to Mum and 

asked her what I should do, feeling slightly like Herod’s dancing step-daughter going to her 

mother for advice on what to ask of Herod. Thankfully Mum required no beheading; instead 

she urged me to accept the invite but to ‘ask for one more’ so that she could come too!

So began Mum’s journey with the women’s mosque movement in the city, the making of 

deep friends, and years of research and writing that culminated in her second doctorate 

and her first book, Shifting Allegiances. 

The articles in this Webzine were each inspired by one of moments above, or others like 

them. For Mum (that is, Dr Moyra Dale), research has always been inseparable from a deep 

desire to see, understand, and honour others well. And while she was and is so much more 

than ‘just’ the woman who wrote about Muslim women, that gift and commitment to truly 

see people has long been present. Whether they be visitors to her office, neighbours in a 

cross-cultural context, the children of guests to whom she is reading a book, or myself 

or my brother coming to sit by her desk and discuss life with her, Mum made a practice of 

seeing people. 

Life without Mum is less grounded, less held and embraced, less fun, even a little less seen. 

And there is no ‘but’, no placating fact that makes up for the fact that death is a rotten and 

brutal thing. However, I do delight, and I know Mum does too, in the continued flourishing 

of generations of women who strive to see others well. It is a particular delight to witness 

and learn from those who seek to understand Muslim women in order to love them best, 

just as we are best loved by the One who sees and knows us better than anyone ever could, 

and who defeated death. I rest in His Hope. I know you probably do also. I give great thanks 

for you.

Miriam Dale
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Moyra Dale 

Abstract 

This paper discusses the nature of ritual purity and how it functions within Islam, 

particularly in relationship to the daily life of Muslim women.  A look at the purity 

code in Leviticus and at purity issues in the New Testament offers a background to 

the attitude of Jesus and the New Testament writers to ritual purity.  The paper 

suggests that the major New Testament discussions about purity and defilement 

were to do with the clean and unclean food laws, which together with 

circumcision, created a (horizontal) barrier between Jews and Gentiles that 

needed to be removed.  However the ritual purity code which governs our (vertical) 

approach to God finds its fulfilment in baptism into Jesus’ atoning death: and in 

Jesus, purity rather than defilement, becomes contagious.  A response to Muslim 

women’s conversations around ritual purity can affirm its importance, and point to 

its fulfilment in the Messiah.   

Life encounters 

Allah loves those who purify themselves (Qur’an al-Taubah 9:108) 

It was past midnight, in a block of flats in a poor quarter of Cairo.  A woman was 

calling out for her sister, who lived in an apartment above her, to come – she was 

having a miscarriage and she urgently needed help. Everyone in the building could 

hear her, but it seemed an age before her sister appeared at her door.  Next day, the 
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friend who lived next door asked the sister, “Why did you take so long? We could all 

hear her calling for help!”   

The sister explained, “I’d just been sleeping with my husband.  If I’d gone out 

in that state and anything had happened to me, I wouldn’t have got to Paradise.”  So 

in the middle of a winter night she had got up, poured several buckets of cold water 

over herself – and then felt able to go down to help her sister. 

What would you have said to her? 

Allah loves the repentant and those who purify themselves (Q al-Baqarah 

2:222) 

Hibbert describes standing outside the meeting place for a church of people of 

Muslim-background “when a young (unmarried) man arrived late and came up to me. 

After greeting me, he whispered in my ear that he had just had sexual intercourse, 

but that he had not washed.  Could he go into the meeting, he wondered.  He did not 

think so, and I realised that in his mind the problem was not the illicit sex itself, but 

the fact that he had not washed to ritually remove the uncleanness before 

approaching God.”1  

How would you have answered his question? 

The Qur’an: a Book well-guarded, which none can touch but the purified 

(Q al-Waqi’ah 56:79) 

I was visiting a Muslim friend in hospital.  As we talked, I commented on the Qur’an 

on her bedside locker, and asked if she was reading it.  “I can’t,” she told me, “I’ve 

1 Hibbert, Defilement, 2008. 
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got my monthly period.  And you? Do you read your Bible when you’re menstruating / 

impure?!” 

What would you have said? 

The requirements of ritual purity shape the daily lives and pious practices of 

Muslim women and men.   

Ritual purity - what is it about? 

For people in western societies, talk of purity usually evokes the idea of moral 

purity, or perhaps cleanliness and antibacterial hand washing soap.  And a group of 

western women understood discussion of the significance of menstruation and 

purity only in terms of ‘mother-daughter’ talks.  From a context where purity is 

defined in terms of morality or cleanliness, how can ritual purity be understood? 

We could begin by taking a few moments to list the substances which, if we 

touched them, would make us feel the need to wash immediately before doing 

anything else: and even after washing would still feel somewhat ‘unclean’.  Typically 

when I ask people about such substances, the lists include faecal matter or urine, 

pus, vomit, sexual discharge and blood - particularly menstrual blood. Reflecting on 

our own reactions helps to give some sense of the ways in which purity and 

defilement is commonly experienced as embodied, or felt reality, rather than an 

issue understood in terms of moral purity or bacteria.2   

In eliciting such a list, we notice that that they include a number of bodily 

substances - in other words, things that are normally in the body, and when we 

encounter them outside the body we experience them as dirty or defiling.  

2 For discussion of existing unwritten purity codes in contemporary western society, see deSilva (2000:244-5) and 

Malina (2001:162-5). 



Purity 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 2, No 1 | April 2018 

 9 

Sometimes dead bodies (things that should be alive and now are not) are included: or 

slugs (which seem to cross the boundaries between animal and reptile and insect 

without neatly fitting into any of them). This sense of dis-ease or disgust around 

displaced substances was neatly described by anthropologist Mary Douglas in her 

famous definition of ‘dirt’ as ‘matter out of place’3  - matter which contravenes the 

‘natural’ order by existing in a different place or state to that in which it should 

belong.4 

We also note that this list includes many substances categorised as defiling 

within Judaism and within Islam.  This paper will explore categories of defilement 

and purity in Islam, and then look at Torah regulations before we see the response 

of Jesus and the early church to issues of impurity.  

Defilement and purity in Islam 

Hadith (Traditions) 

¨ Cleanliness is half of faith. (Book #002, Hadith #0432, Sahih Muslim) 

¨ The key to Paradise is prayer and key to prayer is purification. 

(Chapter #1, Hadith #4, Book of Taharah, Sunan at-Tirmidhi5 

3 Douglas notes that such a definition “implies two conditions: a set of ordered relations and a contravention of that 

order.  Dirt then, is never a unique, isolated event. Where there is dirt there is system. Dirt is the by-product of a 

systematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements.” 

(1966:36) 

4 In a later publication Douglas discusses how the social body reflects how the physical body is perceived, so that a 

social system concerned with social boundaries implies a concern for bodily boundaries, requiring strong body control 

(1970:72, 78ff).  The physical body then becomes a map for social organisation, for relationships and hierarchy within 

the wider social community.  

5 ahadith.co.uk/chapter.php?cid=34 
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¨ If anyone performs the Wudu completely his sins will come out of his 

body, even coming out of his nails (Book #002, Hadith #0476, Sahih 

Muslim) 

¨ My people will be summoned on the day of resurrection with shining 

faces, hands and feet from the marks of ablution. If anyone of you can 

extend his brightness, let him do so (Book #4, Hadith #138, Sahih 

Bukhari) 

The hadith abound with references to ablutions, or related terms such as 

purity or cleanliness.  These are developed into detailed rules of practice by scholars 

of jurisprudence (fiqh) enumerated in multiple books. And these rules determine 

whether or not Muslims can participate in routine acts of piety, gaining merit 

towards the hereafter: such as ritual prayer (salah), holding the Qur’an to read it, 

and fasting.      

The Arabic word for purity is taharah  (also used as a synonym for 

circumcision), and its opposite is defilement, najasah.  There are two categories of 

defilement, minor and major (Q al-Ma’idah 5:6).6 

Minor defilement (hadath) is caused by the following activities: 

¨ Passing wind, urine or faeces  

¨ Vomiting 

¨ Sleeping or losing consciousness (in which case some of the previous 

activities might occur without the person being aware of them) 

¨ Non-menstrual vaginal discharge, secretion from the penis 

6 This verse (Q 5:7 in some translations) describes first the washing (wudu’) before salah prayer for minor defilement: 
and then the requirement for purification (ghusl – full washing) for those in a state of janaba (major defilement).  It also 
details the tayammum cleaning with earth, if there is not water.    
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¨ Touching women7 

¨ Emission of blood or pus from the body,    

¨ Touching one’s sexual organs 

¨ Touching anything that is unclean: this includes urine, faeces, semen, 

blood, vomit, pus, corpses; dogs and pigs; intoxicating drinks. For all 

Shi’ites, non-Muslims are unclean,8 including People of the Book (Q Al-

Taubah 9:28).9 

¨ Kilinc adds ‘Laughing aloud’ to the list of defiling activities (2011:50) 

The person who becomes impure is prohibited from participation in ritual 

prayer, from touching the Qur’an10 or going around the Ka’bah (sacred stone at 

Mecca); and requires  ritual washing11 (wudu’) to regain a state of purity. 12

7 From Q Al-Ma’idah 5:6.  

The four sunni schools of law differ on this. Shafi’i agrees that just touching a woman breaks wudu’.  Maliki and Hanbali 

say that it is only if the touching is done with carnal intent: and the Hanafi school doesn’t agree that it breaks wudu’. 

8 Dehqani-Tafti describes his family’s reaction after he became a Christian: “At home I was like one ‘unclean’, not 

allowed to eat with them from the same dish.  Yahya (older brother) especially adopted a strange procedure to mark 

my ‘uncleanliness’. When prayer-time came he would bundle ‘clean’ garments under his arm and ostentatiously go and 

change into them lest any contact of mine with him or his other clothes had contaminated him.” (2000:37) 

9 Safran (2003) examines debates by Maliki scholars about whether Christians are polluting.   

Some suggest that non-Muslims are banned from mosques (al-Taubah 9:17-18). 
10 From al-Waqi’ah 56:78-79 

11 Washing hands, feet, and face, and rinsing out the mouth, ears and nostrils before praying.  This must be repeated 

before each time of salah, unless nothing has occurred to defile the individual since their last ablution. 

12 Douglas’s (1966) understanding of pollution as derived fundamentally from boundary  

transgression (‘dirt is matter out of place’) has been challenged by recent writers as not being applicable in detail to 

Sunni purity laws: see Gauvain’s discussion of Reinhart, Maghen and Katz’s work (2005).  However al-Ghazali’s 

[d.505/1111] explanation of the impurity of various body excretions supports Douglas’s general theory. 
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 The steps and order of wudu’  are carefully prescribed: 

¨ Make intention, and say ‘Bismillah’ (‘In the name of God’). 

¨ Wash hands to wrists, three times. 

¨ Rinse mouth and nostrils out, each three times. 

¨ Wash the whole face three times. 

¨ Wash the arms to the elbow three times. 

¨ Wipe the whole head once. 

¨ Wipe the ears. 

¨ Wash both feet to the ankles 3 times. 

Image: supersavvymom.wordpress.com 
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Wudu’ is required in order to do salah, or to go around the Ka’ba.  And it is 

desirable to do it before touching or reciting the Qur’an, before du’a (supplication), 

going to bed to sleep, before each of the five daily prayers, even if your purity has 

not been broken, and having intercourse with your spouse. 

Major defilement (janabah) is incurred through 

¨ Menstrual flow13 

¨ Emission of sexual fluid 

¨ Sexual intercourse 

¨ Childbirth  

¨ Post-birth bleeding 

These preclude the person from salah, holding the Qur’an and 

circumambulating the Kaa’ba, as with minor defilement; and also from fasting.  

Some authorities hold that it also prohibits entering a mosque, and reciting the 

Qur’an.  It requires a complete bath (ghusl) to restore purity.  Ghusl is also 

recommended, but not mandatory, before entering Mecca for the hajj or minor 

pilgrimage (‘umrah). 

13 Qur’anic exegetes debate the place of Mary, mother of Jesus, and whether she had prophetic status. The purity given 

to her by God was exceptional, and al-Razi implicates this with “the necessary absence of menstruation in Mary which 

is also linked to her sinlessness.” (Rippin 2007:268)  

Menstruation is linked with defilement in many different cultural and religious contexts.  Within Christianity today, in 

many Eastern churches menstruating women may not take communion or enter behind the iconostasis.  Women in 

contemporary indigenous African churches also face role restrictions on the basis of ritual purity (Crumbley 2003).  De 

Troyer et al (2003) discuss issues of bleeding and purity for women in Jewish and Christian traditions.  Diamant’s (1998) 

compelling narrative of Dinah’s story deals with defilement and fertility in the context of the Genesis records.  Other 

contributions on menstruation and pollution include Hoskins (2002) in Indonesia, Stewart & Strathem (2002) in Papua 

New Guinea, and Churchill (1996) among Southeastern Indians in the USA. 
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Dry ablution (Tayammum: washing with pure sand or dirt) is permissible when 

there is no access to water, to substitute for wudu’ or ghusl. (Al-Nisa’ 4:43) 

Muslim women and purity 

I found the subject of ritual purity to be a frequent part of Muslim women’s 

discussions in domestic gatherings, sandwiched among recipes and household 

concerns, with its impact on their daily lives and religious practices.   

Islam teaches the spiritual equality of men and women, equal in 

reward/merits and punishment (al-thuwab wa al-‘uqab). 

Verily the Muslims men and women, the believers men and women, the 

men and the women who are obedient, the men and women who are 

truthful, the men and the women who are patient, the men and women 

who are humble, the men and the women who give alms, the men and 

the women who fast, the men and women who guard their chastity and 

the men and the women who remember God much, God has prepared 

for them forgiveness and a great reward.  (al-‘Ahzaab 33:35)14   

Khattab comments that “In Islam, religious duties are to be performed by 

men and women alike,” 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.” (Khattab 1994:1)  Among these differences is the practice of 

purity. Gauvain, discussing the egalitarian nature of Sunni Islamic purity, notes, 

“According to Sunni Islam, no human being is deemed purer than any other, and none 

14 Further verses cited to support the fundamental equality of women and men in Islam include 

al-‘Imraan 3:195, al-Nisaa’ 4:1, 124, al-Tuubah 9:71-2. 
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- with the arguable exception of women - is isolated or disadvantaged in any way

through purity strategies.” (2005:350, italics added) 

 While both men and women need to be pure in order to complete their 

religious duties, the conditions of purity apply differentially. Of the causes of major 

defilement (listed above), four fifths (80%) apply to women15, and only two fifths 

(40%) to men. Hence we may estimate that for at the very least of a quarter of their 

lives between about thirteen and sixty years of age (menarche to menopause), 

women are in a state of ritual pollution, and thus proscribed from participating in 

pious duties described above.  And that is for women who are not engaged at all in 

sexual relations or childcare16.  The daily activities of caring for young children 

involve contact with defiling substances17. 

 Buitelaar notes that although “this only means that women are more often 

impure but certainly not inherently more impure than men, in practice women tend 

to be more strongly associated with impurity than men.” (2007:542; also Roded 

2008:98-101)  Al-Faisal links women’s imputed deficiency with fertility: "Women's 

deficiency lies in the fact that she becomes pregnant, gives birth and menstruates. 

This clearly means that motherhood is the cause of her deficiency! ... these writers 

15 The impact of stringent rules of purity may be a partial explanation of the more prominent involvement of Muslim 

women in rites of life passage, where restrictions of purity are less applicable than they are to rites of intensification 

such as salah and Friday khutbah attendance. 

16 Reflecting on Muslim women in China, Jaschok and Shui write: “Women… are faced with an in-built contradiction: in 

order to be a good Muslim, they must be good wives and mothers.  The Muslim’s duty of increasing her religious 

knowledge to attain perfect faith, to attend to the daily duties of purification and praying, are in daily life at odds with 

her inability to reconcile time-consuming domestic duties with the time-consuming task of learning, ablution and 

prayer.” (2000:28) 

17 The urine of a male child is also less impure than that of a female child: defilement is further gender-specific (Gauvain 

2005: 354, Note 68). 
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have forgotten to tell us whether we should deduce from all this that the barren 

woman is more complete than the one that is fertile, and whether women who do 

not menstruate are more complete than the other women." (1995:232-3)   

The prohibition on pious practices during menstruation is linked to the 

notable hadith about women’s deficiency in intelligence and religion: 

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 women18 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; and Sahih-Muslim, Book #001, Hadith #0142) 

18 al-Baqarah 2:282 



Purity 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 2, No 1 | April 2018 

17 

Shaykah Huda al-Habashi in Syria preferred to interpret the injunction 

against praying and fasting during menstruation as God’s mercy, rather than 

indicating women’s deficiency. 

Now fasting and salah are tiring and exhausting and the woman during 

her monthly period loses a lot of her blood and her time; and fasting 

and even salah becomes extra exhausting, and so she isn’t ready to 

pray and the blood which issues from her is unclean.  But this matter is 

to do with worshipping God, so during her menstruation she doesn’t 

pray (Dale 2016:136). 

Women have to determine whether they are in a state of impurity or not, according 

to the conditions and length of their hayd (menstruation), and other factors (Anwar 

2007:27; Philips 1995).  A neighbour in Syria described how she had taken a pill to 

avoid menstruating during Ramadan: however its impact on her body was severe 

enough to dissuade her from doing it again. Like most Muslim women, she returned 

to not observing the fast during her menstrual period, and making up the missed 

days at another time of the year.19  

Devout women will wear make-up and nail polish only for special occasions, 

or when menstruating: as face make-up washes off with each ablution and must be 

reapplied; and nail polish is viewed as a barrier between the water and the person, 

preventing proper wudu’.  As Wynn comments, “Thus piety is constructed and 

enacted through bodily practices.” (2007:271)  

19 Fasting outside the month of Ramadan, without the community participation and support, is more challenging 

(Jansen 2007:274). 
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Intricate details among the different schools of Islam, determined by 

medieval male scholars, determine women’s practice of daily piety.  Ahadith 

collections include detailed sections on issues of impurity, as do collections of fatwa, 

and multiple fiqh classes.  There is careful enumeration of the various najasah, and of 

the kinds of water offering different degrees of purity. And for women, there are 

also scrupulous descriptions of what constitutes states of impurity and purity, 

particularly with regard to degree and colour of menstrual flow and other bodily 

emissions, detailed analysis of different conditions of discharge and what pious 

practices are permitted in each condition.   

Women religious teachers 

Questions around details of bodily discharge are more easily discussed with other 

women. Ghina Hammoud, a shaykhah in Lebanon, told an interviewer: 

Sometimes the women have questions to do with menstruation, or 

inter-menstrual or post-natal bleeding, on the issue of blood or 

menses, and they are shy to ask men: and I have experience in this, 

apart from the fiqh books.  I have had menses or post-natal bleeding, 

or been in a condition of janabah, and I can answer them, without 

shyness, more than a man. Men sometimes get a bit embarrassed. 
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Her students agreed: 

I want to say that it’s really nice to listen to a shaykhah, because as a 

woman she feels like I do, she feels for me.  A woman’s emotions are 

different to a man’s.  A woman’s composition is not like that of a man.  

God created each gender with specific composition and feeling. So 

there are intimate things to do with women that I can only ask a 

shaykhah, I’d be shy to ask a shaykh.  This is the difference.  I feel more 

comfortable asking her questions, for example, on your menses, on 

bleeding and childbirth, when to do salah, when to stop doing salah, 

the things to do with religion (Maher 2010; also Minesaki 2012:396). 

One of the benefits of the growth in female religious scholars and teachers is 

that other women can ask them about such personal details without embarrassment 

about debating such details in public (mixed gender) space where they don’t belong.  

Women religious teachers can discuss issues of women’s intimate personal and 

family life, bringing them into the centre of women’s teaching space (Jaschok 

2012:43; LeRenard 2012:125).  In doing so, they are able to combine their knowledge 

of religious sources with their embodied understanding of daily life issues for 

contemporary Muslim women’s lives, including intimate details pertaining to 

religious practice. 

With the wide-ranging debate and disagreement around defining the finer 

details of taharah (purity) in traditional fiqh (jurisprudence),20 some negotiation 

20 Maghen, as a generally sympathetic expositor, notes the “internal inconsistency and tortuous  

abstruseness of tahara jurisprudence and the bewilderment it occasions even among its own  

exponents,” leading us to join them in the conclusive phrase: “wa-Allahu a`lam!” - “and God knows best!” (1999:353-4) 
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among different schools of opinion is possible on issues such as whether 

menstruating women can recite some of the Qur’an,21and attend the mosque. 22  

Shaykah Huda al-Habashi explained: 

The woman, when she is menstruating, some of the (theological) 

schools and sayings of the scholars prohibit her entering the masjid, 

but some others say she can enter for essentials.  So for me, coming to 

learn is essential; for others, it’s not so essential that they always 

come and they don’t safeguard learning sessions or worry too much 

about them; such a person would say that she wouldn’t come during 

her menses.  But for those who are never absent and who safeguard 

and follow (the sessions) with us, for such a one you could say that 

coming to the mosque is essential.  We don’t say to the girls to come; 

neither do we tell them not to come: she needs to decide, it’s her 

decision.23  

A woman attending al-Habashi’s lectures told me that coming to the mosque 

during one’s menstrual period depended partly on the time and whether men were 

present or not, adding “some scholars say it is permitted and some say it isn’t, so 

21 Philips cites al-Bukhari and Ibn Taymiya to support the position that a menstruating woman can recite a Qur’anic 

verse (1995:16-17). 

22 A commonly mentioned Hadith in the literature in support of menstruating women attending the mosque is: ‘A’ishah 

said: The Messenger of Allah once told me to get his mat from the masjid and I said, “I am menstruating!” He replied, 

“Your menses is not on your hands.” (Sunan Abu Dawud vol.1, no. 261 and Sahih Muslim vol.1, no. 587)

23 See Mahmoud’s discussion of how women in the da‛iya movement in Egypt use the ‘space of  

disagreement among Muslim jurists,’ and her analysis of women’s involvement in the process of debate and 

disagreement within the ‘pedagogical space of da`wa,’ around use of canonical sources (2005:88, 101-106).  Also 

Pemberton 2007:276. 
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you choose what you think.”  Another teacher corrected her comment: “It doesn’t 

depend on the time or on the presence of men except if she means that in the time 

of the Prophet there was no means to keep clean, but in our times we have more 

than one means to keep ourselves and the mosque clean.” (Dale 2016:137)  This 

supports Maghen’s reading of impurity derived through the actual najasah (unclean 

substance) coming in contact with the place or person (1999:379-82).  In a contrary 

ruling, an Australian mosque requires that all women in visiting groups not enter the 

main (male) prayer space, rather than asking them individually whether or not they 

are menstruating. 

Ritual purity shapes the lives of Muslim women, determining what pious 

practices they can carry out when.  Access to female religious teachers offers 

women the chance to learn the intricacies of regulations around purity and 

defilement without embarrassment.    

Judaism 

There are both areas of overlap and also significant differences24 between codes of 

purity in Judaism and Islam.  Chapters 11-15 in the book of Leviticus offer the most 

detailed description of purity rules in the Torah.25  The first half of chapter 11 deals 

with clean and unclean foods which the Israelites may or may not eat.  The second 

half of chapter 11 (from verse 24) begins a lengthy discussion of conditions or 

substances that render the worshipper unclean.  They include: 

¨ Corpses (11: also Numbers 11:19-22) 

¨ Childbirth (12) 

24 Gauvain 2005: 359. 

25 See Tidball 2005:141-186 for a helpful detailed discussion of these chapters. 
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¨ Skin eruptions (13) 

¨ Spreading mould in clothing (13) or house walls (14) 

¨ Penis discharge, and sexual intercourse (15) 

¨ Menstruation or other vaginal bleeding (15) 

DeSilva comments that “Defilement and unholiness separated people from 

contact with the pure and whole God.”  So blemished or deformed people could not 

enter the sanctuary, and blemished or deformed animals could not be offered as a 

sacrifice to God.26  DeSilva suggests that defilement or pollution derive from 

conditions that show individuals’ ‘unwholeness’: this includes skin diseases, bodily 

discharges and corpses (2000:248, 274). 

Purity is regained by washing or by offering the stipulated sacrifice, and may 

also include the lapse of time (unclean until evening or until the 8th day).   

In both Judaism and Islam, emissions from the sexual organs are defiling.  

And the state of purity required to enter a mosque or hold /read the Qur’an may find 

parallel in passages such as Exodus 19:14-15, where ritual purity is required of the 

community before the encounter with God that yields the Ten Commandments; and 

Isaiah 6:5-7, where the prophet’s lips must be purified in his vision of God’s presence 

and sending. 

Although the laws of clean and unclean animals (Leviticus 11:1-23: also 

Deuteronomy 14:1-21) are usually grouped with the other laws of purity, it is notable 

that unlike the rest of the ritual purity laws, transgression of these edicts does not 

include any process for purification.  These food laws have to do with maintaining 

26 He cites a quote from Plato’s ‘Laws’: “it is not right for either God or a good person to receive gifts from one who is 

polluted.” (2000:248, note 12) 
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community boundaries, limiting table fellowship with non-Israelites (so Daniel 1:8).  

They ensure that the Israelites will be a people separate from the peoples around 

them, separated to belong to God (Leviticus 20:25-6, see also 11:44-46).  This is the 

daily life enacting of separateness or segregation, which is also embodied in (male) 

circumcision (Genesis 17:10-14: 1 Maccabees 1:15).27 

So while eating unclean foods is forbidden, this does not incur cleansing 

rituals of washing or sacrifice, suggesting a different dimension of uncleanness. 

Neither are substances from the alimentary canal (faeces, urine) included in 

substances that defile.  Neither input nor output of food entail ritual purifying. 

Ritual purity concerns in the New Testament 

Gibson adduces archaeological evidence to suggest a preoccupation with purity 

among Jews in the early first century CE.  He points to the unprecedented number of 

miqwa’ot (pools) to enable immersion for ritual purity, which were built in that time 

in the basements of private dwellings.  He also argues that the Bethesda and Siloam 

Pools were built not to store rainwater for the city, but rather for the ritual 

purification needs of the tens of thousands of non-residents who would arrive in 

Jerusalem three times a year for the annual festivals (2009:64-80). 

The same preoccupation fills the pages of the New Testament.   The 

Pharisees challenge Jesus and his disciples around questions of purity (Mt 15:2, 

23:25ff, Mk 7:1-5, Lk 11:38f).  Lepers are ‘cleansed’ rather than ‘healed’, reflecting 

the Torah definitions of uncleanness: and are sent to complete the purification ritual 

at the temple described in Leviticus (Mt 8:1-4, 10:8, 11:5, Mk 1:40ff, Lk 4:27, 5:12ff, 

7:22, 13:11-14).  ‘Unclean spirits’ is a synonym for ‘evil spirits’ or ‘demons’ (Mt 10:1, 

27 Also deSilva 2000:257. 
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12:43, Mk 1:23ff, 3:11, 6:7, 7:25, Lk 4:33, 36, 6:18, 9:42, 11:24, Acts 5:16, 8:7).  And the 

stories of the demoniac(s), Jairus’s daughter and the woman with a flow of blood 

(Mt 8 & 9, Mk 5 and Lk 8), incorporate a number of categories of ritual uncleanness - 

unclean spirits, tombs, Gentile territory and pigs, vaginal bleeding and a dead body.  

So too the story of the Syrophonecian woman (Mt 15:22, Mk 7:24ff) combines 

together the defilement types of Gentiles, Gentile territory and unclean spirits. The 

centurion demonstrates his respect for Jesus and Jewish customs by not requiring 

him to enter the centurion’s house (Mt 8:5ff, Lk 7:1ff).   Other people who would have 

been unclean for observant Jews include Samaritans (Lk 10:25ff, John 4), and tax 

collectors and sinners (Mt 9:10ff, 11:19, Mk 1:15ff, Lk 19:7).28  And the story of the 

Good Samaritan draws its tension further through issues of (seeming) corpses and 

priestly purity requirements (Lk 10:25ff - Lev 21:1—6).  

John’s Gospel shows the contemporary concern for purity in the description 

of the large containers of ablution water, which is turned to wine (Jn 2:5ff).   Jesus 

washing the disciples’ feet in sacrificial servanthood is a ritual of enacted purity 

that takes the place of the Communion meal described in the synoptic gospels.  And 

the discourse on the vine (Jn 15:1ff) talks in terms of us being pruned/cleaned 

(kathairo) through Jesus’ word. John’s description of the events of the crucifixion 

reflect Jewish concerns for purity, as Pilate comes out to see the Jewish leaders 

rather than having them defile themselves on the eve of the Passover festival in 

28 DeYoung comments that “Some religious leaders of Jesus’ day defined their ‘congregation’ by who was excluded from 

membership.  There were long lists of those who could not meet the definition. Such lists included women, Samaritans, 

Gentiles, individuals with criminal records, anyone who was disabled or sick, tax collectors, and those considered 

‘sinners.’  Also those with certain occupations were not counted as worthy: camel drivers, sailors, herdsmen, weavers, 

tailors, barbers, butchers, physicians, businesspeople, and many others. The only people who qualified were healthy 

males of pure Hebrew ancestry who held respectable jobs and followed all the laws of the religion.”  (2003:16) 
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coming into see him (Jn 18:28-9, 38; 19:13): and the leaders don’t want to leave the 

corpses hanging on the cross over the Sabbath (Jn 19:31).   

Purity rituals are also described.  At the beginning of life, the circumcision of 

John and of Jesus on the eighth day after their birth is a purification ritual, and 

Jesus’ parents offer the required purification offering at the temple (Lk 1:59, 2:21: 

Lk 2:22-24 - see Lev 12). 29  Paul knows he is likely to find a Jewish worshipping 

community in Philippi beside the river, which gives easy access for ablutions30 (Acts 

16:13).  And in Acts 21:21-26, we see Paul undertaking the rites of purification, and 

paying for others to do so.  

The New Testament writers continue to use the language of purity and 

defilement in describing the Messiah and what He has done.  He is holy and undefiled 

(Heb 7:26); and Peter tells the crowd that God did not let his Holy One experience 

corruption (Acts 2:27- Ps 16:10).  Salvation is described in terms of being sanctified / 

purified (Titus 2:14, 1 Pet 1:2, 1 Cor 6:11, Heb 9:13-14, 9:22 - Lev 17:11, Heb 10:22). 

Issues of purity and defilement were a major part of consciousness and 

conversation for the early church. 

Ritual and moral purity 

There has been a tendency for western Christians, when confronted with ritual 

purity laws, to discount them as insignificant, something that has been rescinded in 

the New Testament.  The description of the Leviticus purity chapters by one 

commentator is perhaps extreme, but not uncharacteristic of the response of many 

Bible students encountering Leviticus 11- 15:  “These chapters are of course very 

29 Commentators differ as to whether the intriguing ‘their’ purification in Luke 2:22 refers to Mary with Joseph, or Mary 
and Jesus.  The combination of purity rituals in Lev 12 would suggest the latter reading. 
30 So also many mosques are built adjacent to rivers or canals. 
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unattractive and in part decidedly repulsive. They are mainly of interest to the 

anthropologist and sociologist. … (They are) meaningless and irrelevant…” (Davies 

1962:120-121).   While Levitical prescriptions may read strangely to western eyes 

through the lens of a post-enlightenment separation of the physical and spiritual 

worlds, they map more compellingly onto the worldview of Muslim and other non-

western cultures, where issues of ritual purity remain central to daily life and 

interactions.  DeSilva reflects contemporary western thinking in his argument that 

the Christian separation of moral purity from ritual/cultic law is based on the fact 

that: “Christians claimed the Old Testament to be authoritative, yet regarded a 

large portion of its legislation - the cultic law - to be irrelevant.” (2000:255)   

What then is the response of Jesus’ and the New Testament writers to the 

purity code of Leviticus?  In Torah, cultic and moral purity were linked.  Jesus’ 

response to the Pharisees’ questions about purity challenged their man-made 

additions to the purity code of the Torah.  At the same time, he affirmed a focus on 

purity defined more particularly in terms of moral attitudes and behaviour (Mt 

15:10ff, and especially Mk 7:15-19).  We see this also in the epistles, describing 

impurity in terms of moral unrighteousness (Rom 1:24, 6:19, 2 Cor 7:1, Gal 5:19,,Eph 

4:19, 5:5, Col 3:5, 1 Thes 4:7, Rev 21:27): and purity or cleansing likewise in ethical 

moral behaviour (2 Cor 6:6, Phil 1:10, 4:8, 1 Tim 4:12, 5:2, 2 Tim 2:21, 1 Pet 2:22).    

Clean and unclean food 

We find that a closer examination of New Testament teaching challenges an easy 

dismissal of ritual purity laws.  The specific purity rules that Jesus countermanded 

are those rules ensuring separation between Israelites and others - the food laws of 

Leviticus 11:1-23.  These are the regulations that, with circumcision, were about 

maintaining the purity of the nation among the surrounding peoples, rather than 
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ritual purity before God.  Most significantly, these are the regulations that did not 

mandate a purification ritual if they were broken, suggesting that while they 

described substances as unclean for eating, they were not in the same category of 

defilement as those substances and conditions described in the subsequent text 

(Lev 11:24-15:33).  Mt 15:10ff and Mk 7:14 then are not to do with ritual purity and 

defilement as much as they are about food laws that ensure communal separation. 

And we see the same issue in Peter’s heavenly vision in Acts 10:9-16: the vision 

about clean and unclean food is Peter’s preparation for his visit to a Gentile house 

(Acts 10:28), and the subsequent baptism of that household in the Holy Spirit and 

water, incorporating Gentiles into the nascent community of Christians. 

The two most prominent issues that Paul returns to in his epistles are 

circumcision and food laws/table fellowship, issues at the heart of the unity of the 

new Body of Christ (Rom 14:14ff, 1 Cor 8:1ff, 10:25ff, Col 2:16ff, 1 Tim 4:3).  The 

separation of Jewish people, embodied in circumcision and laws of clean and unclean 

food, was so deeply graven into Jewish thinking that it had to be dealt with again 

and again.  So despite Peter’s vision, Paul had to challenge him later in Antioch with 

the essentialness of table fellowship (Gal 2:11ff).  It is these purity markers of 

Jewish separation from Gentiles that have been broken down in Christ at the cross 

(Eph 2:11ff), initiating what Andrew Walls has described as ‘the Ephesians moment’ 

of reconciliation between the two groups (2002:72-81).31     

31 DeSilva (2000:296) argues that the concern in the Torah for defilement through disruptions of the physical body is 

paralleled in the New Testament in its concern for what disrupts relationships within the church as the body of Christ 

(2 Cor 12:20-21, 2 Tim 2:21-23 are examples of lists of sins of the physical body and of relationships). 
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Ritual purity through Christ Jesus 

What then are we to do with the rest of the Torah purity code, its prohibitions and 

its requirements for ritual washing or sacrifice?  Have they been annulled in the New 

Testament?  But Jesus does not deal in annulment or abrogation of the Torah and 

the Prophets, but rather in fulfilment (Mt 5:17).  Instead, in Jesus, we see contagion 

reversed, and purity fulfilled.  

As Jesus comes into contact with situations or substances that are defiling, 

we see that, rather than defilement being contagious, through Jesus, purity 

becomes contagious. He touches lepers and is not defiled, but the lepers are 

cleansed.  He touched dead bodies and does not become unclean, rather the corpses 

come back to life.  Encountering the holiness of God Incarnate, unclean spirits are 

cast out, and a bleeding woman is healed.  He sits with sinners and is not polluted, 

but sinners and Gentiles are invited into repentance and a life of faith and holiness.  

The New Testament is not a denial of ritual purity but a reversal of direction: 

impurity is not passed on to Jesus, but rather purity is transmitted from him.32 

The sacrificial system in the Torah finds its fulfilment in the sacrifice of 

Christ, once and for all.  It has not been annulled but rather completed, for once the 

sacrifice of Christ has been made, there is no need or place for any further sacrifice. 

In the same way the purity code in the Torah finds its fulfilment in Jesus.  Entrance 

into God’s community under the old covenant was through (male) circumcision, 

which was described in terms of purity.  Entrance into God’s community in the new 

covenant in Christ is through baptism, again a ritual of purity (a ritual of inclusion 

32 We see a suggestion of holiness as contagious in the Old Testament in Ezekiel 44:19 and 46:20.  A parallel may be the 

way in which the mission of Israel is primarily attractive or centripetal in the Old Testament, but the direction is 

reversed and the mission of the Church is increasingly outgoing or centrifugal in the New Testament. 
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equally for women and men).  In his death Christ became unclean, by being crucified, 

in order to purify us by his own blood (Heb 13:11-13 - Dt 21:22f).  So as we are 

baptised into the blood of Christ’s atoning death (Eph 5:26; Tit 2:14, Heb 1:3, 7-9, 

7:26, 9:13-14, 10:19, 1 Pet 1:19, 1 Jn 1:7-9, Rev 7:14), ritual purity, with its 

requirements of washing and sacrifice, is completed.  It has not been annulled: 

rather, once we have been baptised there is no need or place for any further 

purification ritual in order to approach God in prayer, in the gathering place of His 

community, or in receiving His Word. The purity requirements have been completely 

fulfilled - not by our acts of ritual purification, but by what Jesus has done. 

Implications 

How as Christians do we respond now to questions of ritual purity? 

The Eastern Orthodox churches retain some tenets regarding ritual purity in 

relation to women.  While these may differ in detail among different Orthodox 

churches (as among Sunni schools), menstruating women usually do not join in 

taking the Eucharist.33  Either women generally or menstruating women in particular 

do not enter behind the iconostasis to the inner area behind, where the consecrated 

Eucharist is contained.  These churches continue to hold to a (albeit reduced) code of 

ritual purity.  Women in some contemporary indigenous African and Asian churches 

also face role restrictions on the basis of ritual purity (Crumbley 2003).   

In contemporary western churches ritual purity is generally excluded, with a 

focus purely on moral purity. It is assumed and even taught that ritual pollution is 

unimportant and irrelevant: issues of ritual purity and pollution have no place within 

the new Covenant.  However this position does not explain on what basis the ritual 

33 Some Middle Eastern Protestant women followed the same restrictions regarding Communion.
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purity code no longer applies: or why (western) Christianity differs not only from 

nearly every other faith with regard to issues of purity and pollution, but also from 

Judaism from which it came.  

 Both positions underrate the presence and action of Jesus Christ in regard to laws 

of ritual purity and pollution.  Jesus is present and powerful now through the Holy 

Spirit, as in his incarnation, to reverse the contagious direction of defilement.  And it 

is through the ritual washing of baptism into Christ that the Christian is completely 

purified once and for all to participate in every act of piety.   

How then do we respond to our Muslim friends when they discuss questions 

of ritual purity and its implications in daily life and pious practices?  When their 

whole life has been defined by practices of purity in approaching God, are we to say 

that it no longer matters: purity is only concerned with the heart and not with bodily 

rituals?  A closer reading of the New Testament suggests otherwise. 

Rather, we can affirm with our Muslim friends that purity matters, and 

matters ultimately in approaching God.  The Good News is that as we come to 

Christ, His purity is so contagious that we are purified, healed, given new life.  In 

baptism into Christ we are so completely purified once and for all that we are 

always in a state of ritual purity, able to fast, to pray and to read Christ’s cleansing 

Word. 

Romans 8:1-2 encourages us that there is no condemnation for those who are 

in Christ Jesus, for the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus sets us free from the 

law of sin and death that bound us.  When we read the stories such as those in Mark 

5 and Luke 8, stories dealing with unclean spirits, tombs, pigs, Gentiles, a bleeding 

woman and a dead body, they tell us of purity and defilement.  If the epistle to the 

Romans tells us how we are set free from condemnation, these narratives tell us 

about how we are set free from defilement.  As we hear them, we realise that 
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whatever condition of defilement we are in - whether from what we have done, or 

from what others have done to us - however impure we feel - we can be absolutely 

assured that there is no defilement from which Christ does not wholly purify and set 

us free.    

 And this is Good News indeed. 
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Patronage, blessing and the Evil Eye



Folk Islam 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 3, No 1 | September 2018 

38 

Moyra Dale 

Abstract 

Relationships and economics in every culture are based around issues of access to resources 

and their distribution through society .  This paper suggests that these issues underlie the 

functioning of forces of failure such as the evil eye and of success such as blessing, as well as 

the social institution of patronage.  The first half of the paper explores the working of positive 

and negative forces, understandings of reality and power, and the importance of reciprocity 

and its role in patronage relationships.  The second half asks how these issues are redrawn in 

the Bible: the Bible’s attitude to other forces in a monotheistic perspective, and patronage as a 

way to understand our relationship with God and grace. Blessing (baraka) and the evil eye in 

the Bible are also examined: before asking how the three themes inform each other, and in 

particular how as God’s people we can respond to those who may be under-resourced, 

disempowered, or living in fear of the evil eye.
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Introduction 

A group of senior academics, many of them with doctorates from western 

universities, are discussing the recent death of a colleague.  They have no 

doubt it was the result of the evil eye. 

Walking along the road in a rural town, I smile at the baby on the lap of a 

woman sitting on the pavement, selling greens from her basket. The 

woman wipes her forehead with the back of her hand. It’s a hot day, and 

it might be just a gesture to wipe the off the sweat and dust.  But she is 

using the palm of her hand to ward off evil that might come from me 

noticing her child.  

A multistorey office building has just gone up in a wealthy suburb of the 

expanding capital city.  Above the imposing entrance door is the turquoise 

shape of an eye, a prophylactic device to repel envy, whether from 

competitors or passers-by. 

In societies where there are limited resources and not everyone has access to the 

resources that do exist, the problem of distribution becomes a key part of how the community 

negotiates social life and interaction. Who has access to commodities? How are those 

commodities are moved through the community from those who possess them to those who 

require them?  In such a context, people seek access to blessing or power to negotiate life’s 

inequities and hazards.  And the same context of limited resources and issues of distribution 

undergirds both the operation of the ‘evil eye’, and the social mechanism of patronage. 
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Power 

In almost all societies there are rituals, objects or phrases that are used to manipulate power 

– to attract positive power or avert negative power.  Whether it is the rituals or talismans

adopted by top athletes before a competition, the ‘touch wood’ protective invocation and 

gesture, the caution around Friday 13th or the number ‘4’ in Chinese communities, the influence 

of feng shui in building designs, or the ubiquitous ‘blue bead’ that has spread from 

Mediterranean societies to countries around the world, people seek ways to protect 

themselves against evil and danger, and to attract success and well-being for life.  Positive 

forces are those that are life-giving or life-enhancing, promoting productivity and success: 

powers of blessing.  Negative forces are life-withering or life-diminishing, failure-inducing 

forces: powers of cursing or sorcery.67 The powers may be exercised voluntarily, or be 

involuntary, occurring without a person’s deliberate intent.   

We may compare these forces to something like electricity – invisible, but real and 

powerful.  Its impact is felt when we come into direct contact with it!  Electricity impacts our 

daily life, bringing benefits of heat, light and power for the devices we use for life and work: 

but when it is misused it can have deadly repercussions.  So positive and negative forces can 

be experienced in people’s lives as real, with real-life consequences.   And as unintended 

objects can become conductors of electricity, whether via lightening or the connection of live 

wires, so these forces may operate through people involuntarily, as well as being used with 

voluntary intent. 

The lives of women can be deeply marked by fertility or barrenness, fundamental life-giving or 

life-withering forces.  Rites of passage, including birth, weddings and also circumcision rituals, 

are crucial times to seek positive forces of blessing, and protection from negative forces of 

envy.  Women are centrally involved in these times of transition: and often hold positions of 

67 Douglas 1966/1996: 110-113. 
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power as practitioners, including midwives, exorcists, washers of the dead, reciters of the 

Qur’an and shaykhas.68 

Failure-forces: Envy and the Evil Eye 

Failure-forces work against others to harm or diminish them, their power or success.  

Examples include curses and sorcery, using spells or magic to hurt others: and also the force of 

envy, or the evil eye.69  The following discussion of the evil eye as a failure-force may offer a 

way to reflect on other failure-forces, including sorcery and curses. 

George Foster originally developed the theory of the ‘image of limited good’ in the 

context of small communal closed system societies who view: 

their social, economic and natural universes – their total environment – 

as one in which all of the desirable things in life such as land, wealth, 

health, friendship and love, manliness and honor, respect and status, 

power and influence, security and safety, exist in finite quantity and are 

always in short supply. …. If ‘good’ exists in limited amounts which 

cannot be expanded, and if the system is closed, it follows that an 

individual or a family can improve a position only at the expense of others.

70

This understanding of restricted resources is not limited to small peasant societies.  A 

version of it is known as the ‘zero-sum-game’ in game theory and in economics.  We can 

recognize the same worldview behind the competitive attitudes in companies and sometimes 

even Christian organisations, which talk of ‘fishing in the same pond’ for financial resources or 

68 Musk 1989:118-9. 
69 In many languages the two are used in parallel: to ‘envy’ someone is actually to cast the evil eye on them.  In this paper I 
will use envy and evil eye as synonyms. 
70 Foster, 1965: 296-8.  
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recruits.  If there are limited funds or recruits or students, then the gain of ‘another’ society 

or college will mean loss for ‘ours’.71 

In large societies, individuals or groups can freely compete with one another for limited 

resources.  However in more restricted or more communal societies, such open competition is 

too destructive of relationships and devastating to the social fabric. In such a context, where 

one person’s good fortune is understood to mean that others will have less, failure-forces can 

have the social impact of leveling.  Sorcery or envy acts against the success of others, so 

that one person will not prosper at the expense of others.  

Belief in the life-withering force of envy, or the evil eye, exists through much of the 

Muslim world and beyond – in the Middle East and North Africa, around the Mediterranean and 

up into Europe, into the Balkans, and it appears in some parts of Latin America.72  Even where 

belief in the evil eye does not exist, envy (which underlies the evil eye) is linked with sorcery in 

countries around the world, among wealthy and poor, highly educated and illiterate.  A 

discussion of the evil eye can be extended to the malignant failure-biased power of envy 

wherever it occurs. 

The ‘evil eye’ is an eye that is believed to be capable of harming, or even killing, living 

beings by looking at them, whether or not harm is intended by the owner of the eye.  Its 

malignant envious power may be consciously or unconsciously exercised. In many societies, 

young boys may be dressed as girls, with long hair, as a way of tricking and so protecting them 

from envious or evil spirits that could harm them. Admiring someone’s new car or their child 

can draw attention to it, and so attract the notice of malevolent forces.  On one occasion as we 

joined in the seventh-day celebration for the new-born baby of our neighbour’s relatives, the 

aunt took a piece of paper and tore it into the rough shape of a person.  She took a pin and 

71 See further examples in Mark Wood’s discussion of limited good mindsets in Euro-American thinking: 
http://honorshame.com/limited-good/, posted 9/12/2015. 
72 Elliott notes that while belief in the evil eye is not universal, it occurs in all six major regions of the world: sub-Saharan 
Africa, Circum-Mediterranean, East Eurasia, insular-Pacific, North America, Central and South America.  “In the ancient 
Near East and Circum-Mediterranean area, it appears to have been ubiquitous.” (Elliott, 2015:39-40) 
See also https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/in-a-world-of-limited-good/, https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/fear-of-the-
evil-eye/, https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/envy-and-blessing/ for further discussion of how the evil eye functions in the 
Muslim world. 
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began piercing the paper doll, “Against the eye of Ahmed; against the eye of Fatima; against 

the eye of Hamid…” and we heard our own names in the list.  She was not ascribing evil intent 

to us, but rather protection for the baby from involuntary harm.  

Discussion of these forces is linked to an understanding of cause.  We often ask ‘what’ 

questions about things that happen - was an accident caused by over-worn tires or by a tired 

driver? What bacteria made someone sick?  However questions about envy or sorcery are 

usually more ‘why’ questions, questions of ultimate cause - why did that passing bacteria get 

inhaled by this child and not another?  Why did the tires blow as the bus was going around the 

corner? Or why did an oncoming car appear just at that moment? 

Mediaeval English lists of herbs (and also contemporary wiccan ones!) include herbs 

such as anise for protection against the evil eye, or dried dill to be carried in a bag over the 

heart.  Different societies have other means of protection:  through the area once covered by 

the Persian Empire, burning a type of herb seed called espand or esfand on charcoal is seen as 

protective; and in south Asia people entering a home may be greeted with the acrid fumes of 

chili burned for protection.   Sprinkling salt is sometimes used to keep envy away. People seek 

safety by invoking the name of God,73 or reciting Qur’anic verses74 or having them painted or 

displayed in a home or on a vehicle.  In many places the colour blue (or red in some regions) is 

believed to offer protection from envy.  Friends offered me blue beads to wear when I was 

pregnant, or to pin on the clothes of a newborn child (pregnancy and childhood are seen as 

times of increased vulnerability to evil forces).  Other protective objects include the palm of a 

hand, known as the khamsa (five, from the five fingers), or an object in the shape of an eye.  The 

73 Ma’shAllah (what God wills) is a commonly-used protective invocation. 
74 Al-Baqarah 2:255 (known as the Kursi [Throne] verse) is believed to offer safeguard: 
“God! There is no god but He, the Ever Living, the Sustainer-Protector.  Neither slumber nor sleep overtakes Him. To Him 
belongs whatever is in the heavens and on the earth. Who is he that can intercede with Him except with His permission?  
He knows what happens to them in this world and in the hereafter. And they will never encompass anything of His 
knowledge except that which He wills.  His footstool (Kursi) extends over the heavens and the earth, and he feels no fatigue 
in guarding them. And He is the Most High, the Most Great.” (Al-Hilali & Khan) 
Faced with potential evil, Muslims will often use the invocation “I take refuge in God” (A‘udh billahi), found in Al-Nahl 16:98, 
Al-Falaq 113:1 and Al-Nas 114:1: see also Al-Mu’minun 23:97-8. 
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print of a hand dipped in blood of a newly killed sheep can be used to safeguard a new car or 

house or pump.  

In Islam the evil eye is referred to in the Qur’an (Al-Falaq 113:5) and discussed more 

extensively in the hadith.75 John Elliott’s recent four-volume study demonstrates that 

practices related to the evil eye were widespread in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia (Vol. 1) 

and in Greek and Roman society (Vol. 2): were referred to in the Bible (Vol. 3): and that belief in 

the evil eye continued to be active in the centuries following the establishment of the early 

Church (Vol. 4).  Elliott summarises the constellation of beliefs around the evil eye, noting “the 

remarkable cross-cultural and cross-generational consistency in the ideas and motifs 

associated with the Evil Eye and its aversion – from 3000 BC to 600 CE”, which has also 

continued “from the medieval period down to the modern era.”76  These are: 

¨ The eye as active, able to project energy that can harm or destroy whatever its 

glance strikes. 

¨ The evil eye activated by and conveying envy, miserliness, greed and other 

related negative emotions. 

¨ It can be intentionally or unintentionally activated. 

¨ Its victims include particularly children, birthing mothers, attractive youths, 

and those enjoying success in life, including in the domestic sphere, sport and 

battle. 

¨ Those who are likely to possess the evil eye include widows, strangers, those 

with physical impairments or unusual eyes or features around the eyes. 

¨ Defence against the impact of the evil eye can be through words, gestures, 

rituals and amulets. 

75 For example: al-Bukhari Book 55 #590, Book 71 #634, 635, 636; Book 72 #784, 827: Sahih Muslim Book 001 #0425; Book 
024 #5280: Abu-Dawud Book 1 #0036, Book 28 #3875, 3879: Malik’s Muwatta Book 49 #49.12.39, Book 50 #50.1.1, 50.2.3, 
50.2.4.  https://www.searchtruth.com/    
76 Elliott 2017:157 (original capitalisation). 
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¨ The evil eye is claimed to be responsible for sickness, misfortune, defeat in 

battle or sport, accidents, property loss and death.77 

Success-forces: Blessing 

The opposite of failure-biased powers such as envy is blessing (baraka), a success-biased 

power.  Other examples of success-biased forces include mana in Polynesian culture, and luck 

(westerners often tend to use phrases such as “we’re blessed”’ or “we’re lucky” 

interchangeably).  As a life-giving or life-enhancing force, baraka can be found throughout the 

Muslim world.  It is believed to bring protection, healing, fertility and fruitfulness, success and 

well-being.  Success-forces are for flourishing. 

Blessing is most often acquired through direct contact, when the healing flow 

transfers from the source or conduit to the person seeking baraka.  It is common through the 

Muslim world to see women and men at shrines, praying, touching the shrine, or leaving a piece 

of material which belongs to the person seeking blessing from the holy person buried there.  

Blessing can also be gained via imitation: through having a copy of the person or object of 

power, or through rituals that copy their actions.78  

Other common sources of baraka in Islam can include objects like the Qur’an (written 

or recited), water from the spring of Zamzam at Mecca, or water or oil that has had verses 

from the Qur’an immersed in it or recited over it: special times such as Ramadan: and places or 

people who are associated with baraka, whether official religious places and practitioners; or 

sites (trees, rocks or springs) and people who are known to have power in the informal 

religious sphere.   

Women often carry primary responsibility for health and harmony in both social 

(extended family) and also spiritual domains.  Hence they seek baraka for healing, fertility, 

harmony or success in a business venture.  I would sometimes sit with women in the extended 

77 Elliott, 2017:159. 
78 See Taussig (1993) for an engaging discussion of contact, imitation and power across cultures: also Dale (2016:94-97) in 
this context. 
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family in my neighbourhood while they recited the Qur’an simultaneously (each one reciting 

one or two different portions), with the intent of bringing general blessing on the participants 

and the household where it was held, and on occasions for specific blessing for success in a 

new business venture, or for healing for someone in hospital.  

Where does reality and power lie? 

Some of us come to the Muslim world from contexts characterised by the ‘excluded 

middle’ described by Paul Hiebert;79 we understand the empirical visible world of science, and 

we believe in God: but we live with a functional agnosticism about other spiritual forces and 

beings.   

Personal Forces Impersonal Forces 

Unseen / 

supernatural 

High / cosmic Allah (God) 

Iblis (Satan) 

Fate / Qadr Other 

worldly 

Folk / magic Jinn, Angels 

Saints,  

Other spirits 

Evil eye 

Qur’an 

Baraka 

This worldly 

Seen / 

empirical 

Natural Honour, 

Family relationships, 

reciprocity (wajib)  

Folk/herbal remedies, 

natural knowledge  

(crops, etc) 

A post-enlightenment worldview can be characterised by a dualism between material 

and spiritual, the seen and the unseen worlds - the left-hand column in Figure 1.  So 

westerners commonly draw a division between the seen and unseen world, the empirical and 

the supernatural.  Most of our daily life is based on interaction with the empirical world.  Our 

understanding of the unseen world focuses on the high or cosmic level, concerned with God, 

79 “The Flaw of the Excluded Middle,” 1994. 
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Satan, and questions related to the ultimate purpose of this life, and our destiny in the next.  

We are largely unaware or agnostic with regard to the middle level, unseen and this-worldly.  

Living with no conscious experience of the impact of these unseen powers, we may be at a loss 

to know how to understand people for whom the active presence of such forces is part of daily 

life.   

However for many other peoples in the world, the division is between the forces of this 

world (both seen and unseen), and the other-worldly, cosmic forces, which are beyond our 

power to control or manipulate - the right-hand column.  The this-worldly concerns of life need 

urgent attention: How can I keep my husband faithful to me? How can I become pregnant? 

How can I ensure this crop will flourish? Or my children succeed in school? Or a family member 

recover from illness?  Particularly where so much of life is characterized by uncertainty or 

precariousness, these issues require engagement with the ‘folk’ unseen powers and 

principalities of this world which must be placated or manipulated, as much as with seen or 

empirical ‘natural’ factors. 

Patronage and reciprocity 

Relationships offer another way to access power and resources.  In societies around the world, 

reciprocity is the fundamental principle that undergirds the movement of material and social 

resources within societies: and reciprocity in giving and receiving is the foundation on which 

relationships are built and maintained. Initiative requires response.  To be part of a relational 

network is to participate in the exchange of gifts: and conversely, to give or receive a gift is to 

enter into a relationship.  This system of gift exchange is never completely balanced: if both 

want the relationship to continue, then someone owes and someone is owed.80 And the system 

is maintained through mutual indebtedness, whether of symbolic, social or economic value. 

This is an important dimension for women in many societies, who carry primary 

responsibility for maintaining harmony in communal relationships (both human and spiritual). 

80 Rynkiewich 2011:109. 
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Marcel Mauss in his foundational essay ‘The Gift’ observes that gift exchange is often linked 

with rites of passage such as birth, circumcision, menarche, marriage and death:81 and women 

are centrally involved at such rites.   For this reason too, early rabbinical sources viewed a man 

preventing his wife from lending kitchen goods to a neighbour or from mourning with a 

bereaved friend, as grounds for divorce: because not being able to give deprived the woman of 

the social credit she needed for the future.82   

Exchanging gifts does not constitute a ‘paying off’ of indebtedness.  Rather, accepting 

a gift implies the commitment to return a gift, in what is a further ‘investing into’ the 

relationship.  The aim of the exchange is not independence, but rather interdependence.83  In 

this exchange, gifts do not have to be equal, either in substance or in amount.  In hierarchical 

societies, relationship-exchanges are marked by unequal reciprocity.  In collectivist 

hierarchical communities, this exchange of unequal reciprocity takes place through patronage. 

The patron offers access to resources such as material goods, protection, influence or 

employment: economic, political or spiritual benefit.  And the client responds with public 

gratitude, loyalty (even when it is costly, for example if the patron is out of favour), and 

sometimes service, gifts, and visits.   

In patronage relationships, the role of the intermediary or broker is important. David 

deSilva comments: “Sometimes the most important gift a patron could give was access to (and 

influence with) another patron who actually had power over the benefit being sought.”84 The 

patron broker incurs a debt, and increases her or his own honour through the indebtedness of 

the client. Brokerage is a highly valued benefit, where the broker is the trusted intermediary 

who opens the door to a group or individual to whom the client needs access.   

81 Mauss 1925 / 2016:66. 
82 John Barclay, 2015:25, note 59, quoting S. Schwartz: ‘Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society’, 2010: p.14, n.26. 
83 John Barclay comments that “recipients of gifts are under a strong (though non-legal) obligation to make some return 
for a gift – even if only in gratitude.... it may be best to conclude more generally that the return of the gift represents the 
desire to reproduce social relations: each party to the gift-relation is in some sense ‘produced’ by the exchange between 
them, and social relations can only be maintained or reproduced in the continual motion of exchange.  In this sense, the 
counter-gift is rarely the end of the relationship, replacing an inequality with a stable equilibrium: it is liable to constitute, 
rather, a form of ‘giving-again,’ adding to the gift-relationship a continuing forward momentum.” (2015:18). 
84 deSilva, 2000:97. 
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As we enter other cultures, local people become our patrons in the new community.  

Whether it is our landlord or landlady, or the head of our sponsoring organisation, they are the 

ones who give us access to and acceptability in the society which we are entering.  Others seek 

to make us their patrons.  It may be by giving us a gift, or else people with whom we establish 

a relationship – the woman who is our domestic help, the beggar we give to at the door.  Life 

and daily transactions flow along relational lines. 

Neither is gift exchange only material.  Non-material resources can be some of the 

most valuable commodities in a society, more important even than life: such as honour, 

reputation and prestige.  Most of the resources described by Foster in a context of limited 

good are non-material: not just ‘land, wealth, health’ but also ‘friendship and love, manliness 

and honor, respect and status, power and influence, security and safety’.85 Paul Hiebert 

describes the understanding of limited resources in patronage relationships:  

People jealously guard what they have, including relationships.  They 

zealously guard and cultivate their relationships to powerful individuals 

and seek to reserve the attention of these patrons for themselves.  They 

assume that the bounty of a generous patron is easily spread thin.86    

The patronage system is held in place by social sanctions of honour and shame.  The 

honourable higher-status person is expected to act as patron for clients of lower social strata. 

And for the honourable beneficiary, behaviour such as not returning a kindness or gift, or 

repaying favour with insult or injury, is to be avoided at all costs.87 Patronage becomes abusive 

or destructive when the mutual reciprocity is unbalanced. To give when the recipient is unable 

to respond - giving in order to control - is to establish relationships of paternalism and 

unhealthy dependency.  The client becomes trapped in debt and is unable to balance the 

85 See his earlier quote.  Similarly, Martin Munyao writing on honour in an African context suggests that “honor itself (NOT 
factors that either maintain or diminish it) is a limited good from man’s (sic) perspective in most African cultures.” 
http://honorshame.com/limited-good/, comment posted November 6 2015. 
86 Hiebert 2008: 136.  I am less convinced by his application of this to patterns of learning. 
87 Malina 2001:101. 



Folk Islam 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 3, No 1 | September 2018 

50 

relationship. And to extort exorbitant favours from the client is to build relationships of 

exploitation, leaving the client in a position of subservience, where the patron does not give in 

return. 88  A proper model of giving does not disempower the recipient, but enables both to 

make significant contributions to the relationship.89 

Patronage relationships can cross gender (and ethnic) cultural restrictions; women 

patrons may exercise considerable social influence.  Lyn Cohick describes how in the early 

centuries, “With the practice of public and private benefaction, women gained access to 

centres of influence and persons of power.  As a patron, a woman received public honour; with 

that came the expectation of privilege and respect. … Benefaction downplayed the gender of 

the giver.”90  This is still true today in countries even with strong social divisions around 

gender, where women take positions of national leadership, often following family lines (for 

example, Benazir Bhutto in Pakistan, Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina in Bangladesh, Megawati 

Sukarnoputri in Indonesia).   

What does the Bible say? 

Spiritual powers as well as beings, envy and the evil eye, blessing, patronage – these may be 

part of life for many, but they are unfamiliar territory for many in the western world.  How are 

we to think about them? And how does the Bible speak into these contexts? 

Unseen Powers 

As we look at the cosmic view of seen and unseen forces (Figure 1), we note that the Biblical 

worldview does not let us relegate God only to an upper ‘other-worldly’ dimension, but shows 

God as present and involved with us.  In the Lord’s Prayer we pray to our Father in the heavens 

(o en tois ouranois Ho en tois ouranois).  We address God intimately as a father, and this God

88 Chinchen1995. 
89 For discussion of patronage as a model of discipleship, see Chinchen 1995, Hine 2017, and Tino 2008. 
90 Cohick 2009:323. 
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does not reside far away in the highest of all the heavens,91 but fills them all, even to the 

lowest and closest to us.  In God’s spoken Word, ultimate Divinity is revealed fully in human 

form. God becomes incarnate and present as part of his own creation, walking among us as one 

of us.  And God’s own Spirit is sent now to indwell us.  The trinitarian God is cosmic and 

immanent, all-powerful and also (not pantheistic, but) personal and present with each  

one of us. 

For God’s people in the Bible, spiritual beings and forces were known among the peoples 

surrounding them, and part of their encounter with their neighbours.  The Bible does not deny 

the existence of these unseen realities; but neither does it accept their existence and power 

without question.  Rather it reinterprets them according to the Biblical worldview of the all-

powerful sovereign creator God who chooses to enter into a relationship of covenant 

faithfulness with his people.  The Biblical writers re-envisage the presence and action of 

positive and negative powers on the basis of central assumptions about the nature of God that 

are consistent across the writings in Old and New Testament. 

God is one.  The Bible is monotheistic.  There is One God, who is omnipotent; and this God 

is the Creator of all things, whether physical or spiritual.  Some created beings may be 

rebellious against the One Creator, but this is not a dualistic universe: there is no power 

(including blessing and the evil eye) that exists outside God’s control.  God’s oneness and 

omnipotence is also understood within Islam.   Our Muslim friends will agree with stories that 

affirm the power of God (and God through Jesus) over creation, demons, sickness and even 

death.   However the next two assumptions are not necessary corollaries of the understanding 

of God within Islam. 

God is always good.  From the first chapter on creation, the Bible teaches us that God is a 

God of order: he is not disorderly, nor is he arbitrary in his actions or in how he responds to his 

people.  As the Biblical revelation continues, it affirms that God is a God of order and 

constancy; he is not capricious.  And it also teaches us that this God chooses to call his people 

91 The idea of multiple heavens is common across a number of religions.  Seven is most often cited in both Jewish and 
Islamic cosmology.  1 Corinthians 12:2 refers to the third heaven. 
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into covenant relationship with him, a relationship where he reveals himself as the One who 

shows faithful love and loyalty ( דסח  hesed) to his people.  If God is all-powerful but capricious, 

we cannot rely on his help against the hostile powers that surround us.  But because he is both 

all-powerful and God who reveals himself in constant faithful love and loyalty, we can rest 

secure in his care in the face of all that threatens us.  

God’s initiative requires our response.  Relationship and response go together.  While God 

initiates the relationship through delivering his people (from the flood, slavery, sin), that 

initiative elicits our response of covenant obedience and faithfulness to God.  We are to live in 

a way that reflects God’s character.   

This necessarily excludes attempts to manipulate God or make use of powers as though 

they are disassociated from him (magic is seeking to manipulate powers unrelated to their 

source).  When powers or forces are treated independently from covenant obedience to God, 

they may be exploited and utilized, but the results can be erratic, unpredictable.  Detached 

from God, they may be attached to or accessed through material objects, operated with intent: 

or sometimes operating involuntarily, beyond the plans or purposes of people.  Disregard of 

God or disobedience to his covenant entails danger. 

Patronage 

The covenants in the Bible between God and his people reflect traditional patronage 

agreements.92  God invites his people into covenant association, hierarchical relationship with 

92 Sometimes the obligations on the clients or recipients are laid out, as in the ‘suzerain-vassal’ covenant in Exodus 19:4-6. 

Others follow the ‘royal grant’ model, where God as patron gives a favour unconditionally, with his promise to never again 

destroy the earth by flood (Genesis 9:11).  So too we see God in the New Testament as the generous God who gives rain to 

the just and the unjust alike (Matthew 5:45).  This unconditional endowment to all was exemplified in Roman times in the 

patron who publicly endowed a city with a fountain or games or an amphitheater. But most often elements of both apply - 

God gives, and his people are expected to respond.  Abraham is given God’s blessing to have a great name and nation: but 

God also calls him to act, by leaving his country, kindred and family.  David is given an unconditional promise of a throne 

(family) that would be established forever - and his descendants are expected to obey the covenant obligations or face 

God’s discipline (2 Samuel 7). 
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reciprocal responsibilities. However in the Bible the patron-relationship is redrawn.  It is not 

the client or beneficiary who initiates the relationship.  Rather it is God, as the most Righteous 

Benefactor or Patron, who delivers his people, initiating calling them into a relationship where 

they are to live in a way that honours their Benefactor and reflects his nature.  Jesus Messiah 

is both the most powerful and ultimately self-giving intermediary or broker, who is now at 

God’s right hand, interceding on our behalf. 

In social situations the positions of patron, client and broker are flexible and can 

change in relation to one another according to their needs.  This is exemplified in Luke 7:1-10, 

where the centurion was patron of the local Jewish community, building them a synagogue.  

But when as a non-Jew he needed access to Jesus, seeking healing for his servant, the Jewish 

leaders in turn were brokers or intermediaries for him to obtain access to Jesus.  In the letter 

to Philemon, Paul reminds Philemon of his indebtedness to Paul, and Philemon’s own character 

as a benefactor of the early church - and the letter is read in public, invoking the force of 

honour and shame to increase the pressure on Philemon to accede to Paul’s request to receive 

back his runaway slave without punishing him.  And we see women also as patrons: including 

the widow of Zarephath with Elijah, the Shunammite woman and Elisha, and the women who 

supported Jesus and his disciples out of their resources.93 

Understanding Grace 

Understanding patronage better gives us more insight into the use of grace in the 

Bible. The term ‘grace’ has its primary roots in economic relationships, patronage and 

reciprocity, the giving and receiving of benefits: and this was the context in which writers and 

readers of the New Testament understood it. Grace (caris charis) meant first of all the willing 

attitude of generosity of the benefactor.  It also referred to the attitude of gratitude and 

loyalty from the recipient.  And the secondary meaning of charis was the actual gift or favour 

that was the result of the benefactor’s attitude. 

93 1 Kings 17, 2 Kings 4:8ff, Luke 8:2-3. 
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In ‘The Gift’, Marcel Mauss discusses the three obligations in gift exchange: the 

obligation to give, the obligation to receive and the obligation to reciprocate.94  His description 

mirrors Seneca’s much earlier identification of the three Graces of mythology (the Greek 

Charites, or Roman Gratiae) with the giving, the receiving, and the returning of the gift. As the 

Graces perform their dance, the links must be maintained. Seneca commented on their dance 

that, “the beauty of the whole is destroyed if the course is anywhere broken.”95  In a system of 

honour, grace must be requited by grace, a favour returned with favour, the gift with 

gratitude.  To not respond to a gift or favour is to break the dance and dis-grace the dance or 

the relationship. 

This reciprocity undergirds God’s patronage relationship of grace with his people.  In 

many of the New Testament epistles, Paul describes the gifts and promises that God, our 

patron, gives us, and then describes how we, as honourable clients or beneficiaries should 

respond, with gratitude, loyalty, and behaviour that is commensurate with honouring our 

Benefactor.96  Initiative requires response: as recipients of God’s freely-given grace, we are to 

live lives of loyalty and public praise, behaving in ways that reflect the honour, character and 

values of our divine Benefactor.   

If in the Bible we see God as showing us what honourable patronage looks like, how 

does the Bible treat the forces of baraka and of the evil eye, also present in situations of 

limited access to resources?97 

The Bible and blessing - baraka 

Baraka in the Bible is God’s life-giving power, leading to fruitfulness and success.  God blesses 

the earth to be fruitful, and blesses his people so that they will multiply and fill the earth.  As 

Jesus blesses the loaves and fishes, they multiply to feed thousands.98 And his blessing flows 

94 1925 / 2016:121-126. 
95 Cited in deSilva, 2000:106.    
96 So Ephesians 4:1ff, 1 Corinthians 1:3-10; Galatians 1:3-6.  See also John Barclay (2015) for a comprehensive discussion of 
grace in Paul’s writings, with a focus on Galatians and Romans. 
97 Bruce Malina (2001) discusses Limited Good in first-century Mediterranean society. 
98 Genesis 1:28; Psalm 67; Matthew 14:19-20. 
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out to bring healing and life to those he touches: to children, lepers, a bleeding woman, the 

paralysed and lame, the demonised and even the dead.  Blessing can be linked in the Bible with 

places at different times (Shiloh, the Temple), with people (Melchizedek, Balaam, fathers 

blessing their sons, the priests: Jesus and his followers) and even objects (the ark of the 

tabernacle, Jesus’ clothing).  It can be passed on through the spoken word, through physical 

touch, and through anointing oil.  

However in the Bible baraka is never something to be manipulated or used 

independently of God who is the source of blessing.  Used inappropriately or carelessly it is 

deadly.  Attempts to manipulate this power separate from covenant obedience to God could 

only lead to danger, defeat or even death.99  As God’s people, living now in obedience to the 

new covenant law of the Spirit, we are to be conduits of God’s power, blessing, to others.  

Blessing can only be properly used in relationship to the One All-powerful God: and we are to 

live in obedience to God and reflect his nature in blessing others. 

The Bible and the Evil Eye 

The Bible refers to the ‘evil eye’ in both Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek (New Testament). 

Old Testament mention of the evil eye ( ניע הער   ra‘ah ‘ayn) includes Deuteronomy 15:9, 28:54, 56; 

and Proverbs 23:6, 28:22.100  Explicit New Testament references to having an evil eye 

(ofqalµos ponhros ofthalmos poneros) include Matthew 6:22-23, 20:15; Mark 7:22 and Luke 

11:34-35.  The destructive impact of envy is also noted (for example, Acts 7:9 [Genesis 37:11]: 

also Galatians 5:19-21).101 John Elliott offers a comprehensive discussion of these and related 

passages, and also of amulets and protective devices mentioned in the Bible, in his Vol. 3.  

These find their context in the extensive beliefs and practices involving the evil eye in the 

surrounding societies of the time. However in the Bible, the evil eye is not viewed as an 

99 Leviticus 10; Deuteronomy 27-28; 1 Samuel 4-6; 2 Samuel 6: see also Acts 8:9-24: Acts 19:11-17. 
100 Other probable references to the evil eye include 1 Samuel 18:9; and Ecclesiastes 4:4-8 (Wazana 2007).  See Elliott Vol.3 
also for an examination of related passages in the deuterocanonical books. 
101 Further references to the pernicious force of envy can be found in lists in Mark 7:22, Romans 1:29, Philippians 1:15, 
James 4:2, 1 Peter 2:1.  And the gospel writers mention it as the motive of the Jewish leaders in having Jesus arrested: 
Matthew 27:10, Mark 15:10. 
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independent force.  It refers to people’s attitudes of stinginess, meanness and unwillingness 

to share – the opposite of attitudes that reflect God’s generosity.102 While the ‘evil eye’ of 

Hebrew is usually translated into Greek in the Septuagint as ‘evil eye’ or sometimes as to 

‘bewitch’ (baskainw baskaino), English translations of both Hebrew and Greek often translate 

the phrase ‘evil eye’ with reference to attitudes of stinginess, meanness or envy. 

What about the 10th commandment: You shall not covet what belongs to your 

neighbour?103 Is it another reference to the evil eye and prohibiting envy?  While there is 

certainly a relationship between the concepts, they seem to be different.  The evil eye is 

destructive of good that another person possesses.  Coveting is more acquisitive, seeking to 

possess for oneself that which is owned by another person.104  The second five commandments 

concern human attitudes and actions, destructive of community: but in a different dimension 

to the forces of baraka and envy.  Again, when we look at the contrasting pole of each, we see 

that the opposite of envy is generosity.  The opposite of coveting is being content with what 

one has. 

The discussion of coveting in the Bible can be illuminated through Rene Girard’s 

mimesis theory.  Girard posits that all our desires are borrowed from others.  We see someone 

desiring something and so we want it.  When the other desiring person, who Girard describes 

as the mediator of our desire, is at a similar level to us, then rivalry develops, which can quickly 

escalate into violence.105  The Exodus command is to not covet, to not enter the cycle of desire, 

rivalry and violence.  The terms are different to those linked with envy and the evil eye.  The 

word in the Exodus passage for covet ( חמד  hamad) is linked to the word for Eve’s desire for the 

forbidden fruit.106  The Greek form (epithumeo) is taken up into the discussion of the Law in 

102 The description of a ‘good eye’ is linked to the attitude of generosity (Proverbs 22:9; also Sirach 35:8,10).  The Matthew 
6 and Luke 11 passages indicate the eye, not as a source of good or evil power in itself, but an indicator of heart attitude to 
God and others. 
103 Exodus 20:17 
104 “Coveting aims at gain for oneself.  Envy and an Evil Eye, by contrast, seek loss for others.” (Elliott Vo.l 3: p.73.) Original 
italics. 
105 For further discussion of the rest of Girard’s theory, including conflict and its resolution through the scapegoat, with 
reference to literature, religions, and the alternative perspective of Christianity, see Girard 1978, 1989, 1996. 
106 Genesis 3:6. 
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Romans 7:7ff, Romans 13:9 and James 4:2, with the latter describing the consequent 

escalation of conflict. 

Is your Eye Evil? 

How do these themes of the evil eye, blessing and patronage/grace draw together?  Can 

patronage illuminate the Biblical response to the action of the evil eye in society? 

We know that there is no power (including the evil eye) that can operate independently 

of the One Omnipotent God.  And it is this God who calls us into relationship with Him, whereby 

we can depend on his protection and love from all that might threaten us (Romans 8:35-39).  

The evil eye functions in a world of limited good, of restricted resources: but God as our 

Benefactor offers us access to blessing as his promise and power for fruitfulness and 

flourishing. 107 

Matthew 20:1-16 recounts the parable of the workers in the vineyard.  When the time 

comes to give wages, the landowner, in prodigal generosity, gives everyone a full day’s 

earnings regardless of the amount of time they’ve worked.  When those who were first hired 

grumble, the landowner asks them, “Is your eye evil (ofthalmos poneros) because I am 

generous?”  In our own attitudes, we are not to harbor envy, but rather to reflect the 

generosity of our Divine patron.108 

God gives extravagantly to the vineyard workers who have only worked half a day or 

even only an hour.  And God’s extraordinary generosity that goes beyond what is needed is 

again demonstrated abundantly in feeding the five thousand men, plus women and children, 

where the handful of bread and fish blessed by Jesus is not only adequate, but extends to 

twelve baskets full of leftovers (Matthew 14:13-21).  We see God’s expansive provision 

107 Mark Wood points out that the book of Job shows us God limiting evil, not good. http://honorshame.com/limited-good/, 
posted 9/12/2015. 
108 The description of a ‘good eye’ in the Bible is linked to the attitude of generosity (Proverbs 22:9; also Sirach 35:8,10). 
Matthew 6:22-23 and Luke 11:34-35 indicate the eye, not as a source of good or evil power in itself, but an indicator of 
heart attitude to God and others. 
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similarly after feeding the four thousand men plus women and children (this time in non-Jewish 

territory), with seven baskets full of leftovers (Matthew 15:32-39).   

The Bible tells us that this world is not characterized by limited good, but by God’s 

blessing shown in lavish, overflowing goodness and provision.  The omnipotent God is for us as, 

our patron; and our covenant relationship with him is binding, confirmed by God’s own promise 

and God’s own Son.  We are to respond to his generous blessing with public praise, telling who 

God is and what he offers those who are his: grace reciprocated by grace, generosity by 

honour and praise.   

However in many of the contexts in which we work, people face limited opportunities 

and access to education, work and material needs.  Their daily experience is of a world of 

limited good, limited access to resources.  How does God’s promise of generous abundance 

reach their lives?  The book of Galatians is one of the places where the Bible suggests the way. 

Who has bewitched you? 

The epistle to the Galatians is rich with the language of gift and grace, the language of 

patronage relationship.109  So Elliott’s suggestion that it also contains a cluster of references 

to the evil eye should be no surprise. 

Paul’s letter climaxes at the end of chapter two in his description of the self-giving of 

the Son, the grace of God (Galatians 2:21-22).  It is this grace which opens up the gift of the 

Spirit, and participating in the blessing of Abraham to the nations: the opposite of that 

blessing is cursing.110  

Then Paul goes straight on to ask the Galatians, “Who has bewitched you?” (tis umas 

ebaskanen) (Galatians 3:1).  Elliott translates it, “Who has injured you with an envious Evil Eye?” 

noting that baskaino was the traditional Greek expression for harming with the evil eye.111  He 

109 Galatians 1:3-4, 6, 15; 2:20-21; 3:2, 14, 18, 22; 5:4; 6:18. 
110 Galatians 1:8-8; 3:7-14. And of course Genesis 12:1-4; Deuteronomy 28. 
111 Elliott, Vol. 3: 218ff  and 259. This is the traditional expression in the Greek world for injuring with an evil eye (see the 
LXX translation of Deuteronomy 28:54, 56).  Jerome translates it in the Vulgate as fascinavit, which is the Latin equivalent 
for the malice of envy and the evil eye. 
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suggests that this allusion highlights a cluster of other references in Galatians 4:12-20 to 

beliefs and practices associated with the evil eye.  Spitting (4:14: exeptusate exeptusate is to 

spit, but it is usually translated into English bibles as ‘despise’ or ‘reject’) was practised to 

ward off evil spirits or evil eye.  People suspected of having an evil eye included strangers, 

people with ailments, and those who were blind or had some abnormal feature to do with their 

eyes.  When Paul arrived in Galatia, he had some kind of ailment (4:13), and verse 15 suggests 

that it may have had to do with his eyes.  Elliott suggests that it could have been an 

aftereffect of when Paul was struck blind.112  He also mentions an early tradition describing 

Paul as having conjoined eyebrows,113 which was also sometimes linked with possessors of the 

evil eye).  Zeal (4:17-18) can also be translated as ‘envy’.  And the language of children and 

childbirth highlights times of risk and vulnerability to the evil eye (4:19-20).114 

How is God’s abundant beneficence to be evident in this newly-emerging Christ-

community, still under threat from the beliefs and practices of the surrounding societies?  Paul 

calls the Galatians as God’s people, to live in a way that honours their divine Benefactor, by 

reflecting his own self-giving character.  Rather than displaying community-destroying, 

competitive attitudes and actions, they are to be formed into new communities; communities 

which demonstrate non-competitive, pro-social behaviour, community-building attitudes and 

actions (5:19-24).  Instead of competing and envying (5:26) they are to reciprocally and 

sacrificially serve and help one another (6:2, 6).  Where people face limited good, limited access 

to resources, God’s promise of blessing and provision is also to be shown through the 

ungrudging open-handed generosity of his people caring for those in need.115 

112 This is described three times in Acts (9:3-19; 22:4-16; 26:9-18). 
113 Paul is described as “a man of small stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows 
meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of friendliness.” (Acts of Paul & Thecla, c.185-195 CE). Elliott Vol.3:247. 
114 Here we see reflected many of the earlier list of motifs associated with the evil eye. 
115 For other examples, Acts 9:36; 2 Corinthians 8:1-15. 
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Against the Evil Eye 

How may we take this re-reading of the Bible back into contexts where people live with fear of 

the evil eye?  If God is understood as remote, in the cosmic distant dimension, then people will 

seek the help of amulets and rituals, using power against power, to protect themselves against 

the evil eye.  Stories of God’s power may confirm their understanding in his omnipotence, but 

not challenge a belief in his nature as arbitrary.   

So we may instead choose to tell stories of how God is both omnipotent and also 

personal, who binds himself to us in a relationship of covenant love.  The Jesus who raised 

Lazarus from death is the one who himself is deeply moved to tears by our grief, who cares for 

two sisters who have lost their protector, and who asks us to completely trust him and his 

word: “Didn’t I tell you that if you believed, you would see God’s glory?”  Again he asks his 

disciples where their trust in him is, as he calms the storm. And he shows his care for a 

bereaved widow in returning her only son to her alive.116  As people place their trust in Jesus he 

heals, even forgives sins.117 And God’s relationship of covenant love with us is utterly secure, 

even beyond death itself.  In response to God’s generous blessing in our lives, he also 

empowers us to speak of him, and to act with generosity in ways that reflect his honour and 

glory. 

The Bible calls us to oppose the evil eye by acting in ways which reflect God’s 

generosity.  And we are also empowered to speak blessing, as recipients of God’s blessing, 

particularly through the powerful indwelling Spirit of Christ.  Admiring babies or new 

possessions may expose them to the malignant power of the evil eye. Rather than words of 

admiration, we can speak words of blessing, of God’s power for protection and healing over 

babies, and those who are vulnerable.  We are not called to admire: but as God’s people we are 

empowered to bless with the power / baraka of God. 

116 John 11:1-43, Luke 8:22-25, 7:11-16. 
117  Luke 8:48, 50;  5:20; 7:50 
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Conclusion 

In societies of limited good, where there is restricted access to social and material resources, 

the evil eye acts as a life-diminishing power.  The opposite, baraka, or blessing, is a life-

enhancing power.  Patronage relationships of unequal reciprocity and mutuality allows patrons 

to receive honour and loyalty in return for giving their clients or beneficiaries access to needed 

material or sometimes relational provisions. 

The Bible does not dismiss or deny the evil eye.  It describes the evil eye in terms of 

meanness and lack of generosity.  God as our divine Benefactor calls us into relationship with 

Him, offering us his blessing and power.  And He calls us into relationship with one another, to 

live in ways that honour God by reflecting his character through generous giving and 

sacrificially building each other up.  Grace, gifts of blessing, are not given for the sake of the 

individual recipient, but to build up God’s people, the body of Christ. 

People need not fear the malevolent power of the evil eye not only because of  God’s 

power, but also his faithful covenant commitment to us in loving loyalty.  God’s unlimited 

generosity and power in blessing is the opposite of limited good and restricted access to 

resources.  And this bountiful blessing is mediated by God’s people, as they live lives of 

sacrificial and extravagant generosity to those in need, and which transmit God’s power and 

protection to the vulnerable or weak. 
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Moyra Dale 

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. 
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In the last decade the concepts of shame and honour have been taken up and widely 

applied in missiological discussions. From issues which were discussed in isolated 

anthropological articles1 and even more occasional Biblical papers,2 shame and honour 

are now commonly invoked in both cross-cultural and western contexts to explain or 

predict cultural dynamics. A plethora of books, articles and blogs have been published 

on this area in the last decade.3  

Blunt Instrument? 

However, there is a problem with the widespread use of shame and honour. As a 

paradigm, a quick rationale for cultural behaviours, it can become a blunt instrument 

for cultural analysis, to the point where the conclusions drawn, or assumptions made 

are misleading. Shame and honour are very broad ideas and if they are used as 

generalisations, they are likely to result in false assumptions, or be so general that 

there are no useful specific applications. Concepts of honour and shame can be 

inadequate or even deceptive if they are used as quick explanations of behaviour, with 

no examination of how they may operate in a particular context.  

1 Ruth Benedict developed the idea of shame cultures and guilt cultures in her 1946 book on Japan, The Cross and the 
Chrysanthemum.  
2 Bruce Malina (The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 3rd ed., 2001) and Jerome Neyrey (Honour 
and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew, 1998) used the concepts of cultural anthropology to explore the understanding behind 
Biblical texts: and David deSilva and Kenneth Bailey built further on this foundation in their discussion of New Testament 
texts. 
3 See especially http://honorshame.com/, also https://www.patheos.com/blogs/jacksonwu/. 



Honour and  Shame 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 6, No 1 | July 2020 

97 

Another common risk is when understandings of shame and honour in one 

cultural context are transferred without question to a different cultural or social 

situation. For example, how shame is felt, where it is constructed (within the individual, 

or between the individual and society), and what brings shame, is very different 

between the more individualistic western world, and more collectivist societies. What 

elicits shame and honour also differs also among collectivist societies. If honour comes 

through giving birth to sons in the Middle East, or Central Asia, more matriarchal 

cultures of South East Asia (or particular families) may place as high a value on  

having daughters. 

It is common to speak of the three worldviews of guilt/innocence, 

shame/honour and fear/power.4 Setting aside discussion of other paradigms such as 

defilement/purity5 and pain/pleasure,6 the very usefulness of these paradigms as a 

shorthand runs the risk of a non-nuanced view which does not examine how the 

different paradigms interact with each other. Most cultural contexts are not 

exclusively or even dominantly one paradigm or another. Rather, particular paradigms 

are more or less significant in different environments, and they interplay with each 

other, reinterpreting and modifying how they function. For example, in cultures 

categorized as ‘fear-power’ communities, the fear of shame may be a powerful force 

4 Eugene Nida wrote in his Customs and Cultures (1954) about the three responses of fear, shame and guilt, to religious 
codes. This has been taken up and developed by Roland Muller in The Messenger, The Message, The Community: Three Critical 
Issues for the Cross-Cultural Church-Planter (2013). See also: “3 in 1: Integrating Guilt, Shame, and Fear,” HonorShame, 
April 25, 2018, http://honorshame.com/3-1-integrating-guilt-shame-fear/. 
5 See Purity, When Women Speak… webzine 2, no. 1 (2018), https://whenwomenspeak.net/issue/vol-2-no-1-april-2018/ for 
further on this issue. 
6 David Williams, “Introducing the Pain-Pleasure Worldview,” The Gospel Coalition Australia Edition, May 8, 2018, 
https://au.thegospelcoalition.org/article/introducing-pain-pleasure-worldview/. 
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which shapes people’s behaviour. Freeman describes how in sub-Saharan Africa, which 

is categorized as a fear-power culture, ancestors are feared for what they will do if 

they are not properly honoured: and people are motivated by the fear of bringing 

shame on their family.7 

Cross-cultural gospel workers have learned to retell their testimony using 

shame and honour rather than a framework such as the Four Spiritual Laws, or Two 

Ways to Live, which are built on a guilt / innocence framework. However, it is not 

uncommon for such testimonies to simply substitute ‘shame’ for ‘guilt’, and ‘honour’ 

for ‘innocence,’ yet still be built on a basic transactional penal understanding of sin and 

righteousness in explaining what Christ has done for us. This is a thoroughly Biblical 

understanding: but it is not telling the gospel from a Biblical understanding of honour 

and shame and Christ’s redemptive work of at-one-ment.  

Useful Lens 

Despite the risks of over-generalization or too simplistic applications, the framework 

of honour and shame can still remain an important and productive lens which we can 

look through, rather than looking at it as the answer. It is a productive lens if we use it 

as a tool to generate questions of the particular local context, rather than as a blunt 

instrument of analysis or an overused key which is assumed to unlock all doors. It is a 

useful lens if it takes us back to ask linguistic and ethnographic questions of the local 

7 Sandra Freeman, “Honour/Shame Dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa,” The Power of Honor, Mission Frontiers, January 1, 
2015, http://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/honour-shame-dynamics-in-sub-saharan-africa. 
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context:8 and then to bring those local questions back to Biblical reflection. What kind 

of questions can be helpful when thinking about of shame and honour? 

Linguistic questions 

If a concept is important in a culture, it is usually reflected by having a significant 

number of similes in the language. In English, similes for honour and shame include 

glory and respect: and disgrace, humiliation, scandal. Other languages may have a far 

more extensive lexicon in the semantic fields of honour and shame. For example, 

Chinese includes 113 terms for shame.9  

Using honour and shame as a productive lens requires us to ask what the 

different words are that are associated with honour and with shame in any given 

language. Some of the words will be close similes: others will have different meanings. 

They may cover different aspects of shame or disgrace, or honour or respect.10 Arabic 

terms for shame, some of which have found their way into other Muslim languages, 

include khajal, fadhiyhah, ‘ayb, ‘ar. Honour elicits Arabic words such as sharaf, karamah, 

‘ird. These linked words need to be explored in local languages and mapped into a 

semantic field. Li et al. offer an example of a concept map around shame:11 

8 Similarly Herzfeld points to the need to: “(a) to examine each terminological system as an independent whole in its local 
setting; (b) to elucidate the relationships between such systems within each linguistic area before proceeding to wider 
cross-cultural comparisons.” Michael Herzfeld, “Honour and Shame: Problems in the Comparative Analysis of Moral 
Systems” Man, New Series 15, no. 2 (1980): 339. 
9 Jin Li, Lianqin Wang, L., and Kurt W. Fischer, “The organisation of Chinese shame concepts” Cognition and Emotion 18, no. 
6 (2004): 767–797. 
10 Louise Simon, “Meanings of Shame,” When Women Speak… (Blog), May 19, 2019, 
https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/meanings-of-shame/. 
11 Li, “The organisation of Chinese shame concepts,” 780. 
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In both Greek and Hebrew, the words for honour and for shame are associated 

with honour being heavy, weighty, substantial, lasting. In contrast, shame is light, 

insubstantial, perishing. These contribute significantly to our understanding of how 

the Bible constructs honour and shame: however, they are not dimensions that are 

necessarily found in other languages. 

A note of caution: it can be hard to talk with people in a community about 

shame. Particularly if it is associated with dimensions of sexual transgression, it can 

be uncomfortable or threatening for people to discuss it. We may need to find ways of 

distancing the discussion from the people we are talking with. For example, “In other 

communities,” or “a long time ago, what would happen…”? 

Ethnographic questions 

Paradigms find their grounding in specific cultural contexts, and vary in their 

expression according to the local culture. So if honour and shame are to be used as a 
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productive paradigm, they need to generate questions for us to explore the specific 

culture(s) in which we are involved. 

We ask what confers (what kind of) honour and what brings (what kind of) shame 

in each context? How is honour acquired? Is it through courage, educational 

attainment, generosity, poetic prowess or piety, having a son? What causes shame? Is 

it on the basis of factors such as cowardice or stinginess, sexual transgression, having 

someone who in the family who is disabled, or who was viewed as dishonourable in 

society? In Indonesia, having a grandfather suspected of being a Communist 

sympathizer can bring associated shame on the family. 

Honour can come through genealogy (as seen in the gospels of Matthew and 

Luke). This leads to the question of whether shame and honour are associated more 

with particular groups. This could be on the basis of family, class, ethnicity, or 

geographic location. So for example, people from regions close to a centre of power 

may be ascribed more honour than those from peripheral areas. 

In particular we need to ask how honour and shame are gendered.12 This is a 

major area for research, which has still received too little exploration in the 

burgeoning missiological literature around honour and shame. In many cultures, 

honour is embodied more in the male body and shame in the female body. Malina, 

describing the male and female aspects of honour, comments: 

12 Cozens and Ochs cite Clementine van Eck’s study showing that seref and namus correspond to the male and female 
aspects of honour. Simon Cozens and Christopher Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death: some critiques and a way 
forward in the soteriology of shame” Transformation 36 no. 4 (2019): 235. 
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In the moral division of labor, in the concrete activity of concrete people, 

honor and shame became gender specific, gender embedded. The male is 

to defend both corporate honor and any female honor embedded in the 

corporate honor. The female, on the other hand, symbols the shame 

aspect of corporate honor, that positive sensitivity to the good repute of 

individuals and groups.13 

We see this in how in some parts of the Muslim world, women (not men) are 

described as having ‘positive shame’. This term can carry associations of modesty or 

shyness. What does it mean for women in daily behaviour? What kinds of dress and 

conduct embody ‘positive shame’? What behaviours of women bring honour or shame 

on themselves, or on the men in their family? Is it how they dress? Laughing loudly in 

public? Whether or not they have undergone Female Genital Mutilation? Being divorced 

is commonly shameful for women, even if they have been abused or betrayed. In 

diaspora communities in the west, women who have been divorced or have left abusive 

marriages, are often separated from their community by shame, and associate with 

other women in the same situation. We can also ask what behaviours of men bring 

honour or shame to themselves or to the women in their family?  

In any given context, we need to ask how shame can be removed (if it can) once it 

has been incurred. In some Pacific and sub-Saharan cultures, shame is removed 

through isolation: the people who have incurred shame leave the community for a 

13 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology., 3rd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 53.  
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while.14 In some cultures, shame can only be overcome by the shamed person killing 

themselves.15 In others, shame is erased by killing the person who has brought shame 

on their community.16 

We ask also, not only how honour is acquired, but how honour may be restored 

once it is lost. Can it be restored? Are there some kinds of honour that once lost 

cannot be regained?  

If shame is expressed in broken relationships, how are relationships resolved or 

restored? What is the role of mediators in any particular cultural context? Who can 

become a mediator? And what are their responsibilities? How is the restored 

relationship signalled? In many communities, eating together, a communal meal, is the 

signifier of communal relationship restoration. One cross-cultural worker had a 

relationship breakdown with her local colleagues. Some years later, she was invited to 

share in a community meal with them. The disagreement was never referred to: but the 

shared meal told her and the whole community that forgiveness and reconciliation had 

taken place.17 The Old Testament had fellowship meals, where part of the sacrifice was 

offered on the altar, and the people offering the sacrifice ate the rest of it. These were 

effectively fellowship meals between God and worshipper. The image of a meal as the 

14 Thomas N. Headland and Janet D. Headland, “Surviving Agta fieldwork,” in The Secret Lives of Anthropologists: Lessons 
from the Field, ed. Bonnie L. Hewlett (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2020), Chapter 13. 
15 Acts 16:27. In Japan, suicide removes the stain of shame from a family. For example, Sam Louie, “Asian Honor and 
Suicide,” Psychology Today, June 30, 2014, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/minority-report/201406/asian-
honor-and-suicide. 
16 For example, Stéphanie Thomson, “5,000 women a year are still being killed in the name of ‘honour,’” World Economic 
Forum, July 22, 2016, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/honour-killings-pakistan-qandeel-baloch/. 
17 See also W. Jay Moon, Intercultural Discipleship: Learning from Global Approaches to Spiritual Formation. Encountering 
Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 9; and Jayson Georges and Mark D. Baker, Ministering in Honor-Shame 
Cultures. Biblical Foundations and Practical Essentials (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 138, for further examples. 
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symbol of reconciliation gives weight to the Lord’s supper as expression of our 

reconciliation with God now in Jesus Messiah, as well as a portent of the final heavenly 

banquet to come. 

Stories are an important way to understand how honour and shame are 

expressed in any particular cultural context. What are the stories that are told about 

honourable people and about what happens to those who are shamed? They may be folk 

stories, or stories or real happenings. Who tells the stories, and where are they told? 

An Egyptian film “Il ‘Ar” explored different understandings of honour and shame in the 

story of two brothers. One was a devout man who prayed and fasted regularly but 

lived by smuggling drugs. His brother was a successful doctor who neither prayed nor 

fasted, but drunk whisky. Who demonstrated honourable behaviour? And who acted in 

ways that was shameful? We ask, what are the proverbs that talk about shame and 

honour? And how are they gendered? 

Much of the research and writing on honour and shame is in societies that are 

more collectivist or group-oriented than the west.18 While there is a developing 

literature on shame and honour in the west also,19 it can be helpful to ask both how 

highly collectivist a society is: and how those dynamics affect the expression of honour 

and shame. If someone is shamed, the group that they belong to is shamed. How wide is 

the group that is impacted? And how deep is the shame that they bear? How does it 

impact their relationship with other groups in the society? 

18 See Hofstede’s discussion of Individualism and Collectivism: https://www.hofstede-insights.com/models/national-
culture/. 
19 This has been helpfully developed by Brené Brown: https://brenebrown.com/. 
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A common misconception is to see honour and shame as opposites. It is more 

accurate to see them as complementary, or even at right-angles to one another. 

Cozens and Ochs suggest that (in some contexts) “The antithesis of shame is not 

honour, but pride and hubris.”20 Wikan agrees that honour and shame do not operate as 

binary opposites. “Good, nice, beautiful” are the opposites paired with shame among 

women in Cairo and Oman. Wikan suggests that ‘shame’ is a more experience-near for 

these women, part of their everyday life experience and conversation: whereas 

‘honour’ is more experience-distant, not part of their conversation, and bound up more 

with male ideology.21 In a particular community, what is the relation between honour and 

shame? What are the opposites that are paired with each? 

As well as cultural questions, we need to understand the theological issues 

before seeking to use these cultural tools in explaining the Gospel. For example, a 

simple application of shame and honour to the relationship between God and people 

does not work in most Muslim contexts. This over-simplistic application derives from 

too close an identification of honour/shame with the innocence/guilt paradigm. We can 

understand shame as an expression of broken relationships: however within the 

understanding of orthodox Islam, there is no relationship between the unknowable God 

and his worshipper. God is Other, He is not impacted by the sin of the believer. If God is 

not in relationship, there can be no break in the relationship, and therefore talk of the 

believer’s shame before God (or even, more precariously, of God being shamed by us), 

makes no sense. 

20 Cozens and Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death,” 242. 
21 Unni Wikan, “Shame and Honour: A Contestable Pair.” Man, New Series 19, no. 4 (1984): 635-652. 
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The only context in which this image may be successfully explored is that of 

patronage, where God is our patron and we are therefore required to behave in a way 

that reciprocates His benefactions to us and brings honour to him. When talking to 

Muslim friends, patronage is a required prerequisite to apply ideas of honour and 

shame to the relationship between God and his worshippers.22 

Biblical reflection 

The study of a particular cultural context needs to be brought back into Biblical 

reflection, helping us to re-read the Bible, and also to bring the Bible to re-engage with 

the questions and issues emerging from a local cultural context. 

Cultural issues explored in other cultures and societies have helped us 

understand more deeply the cultural context of the Bible. This has fed the developing 

literature around honour and shame in missiology, with applications both in explaining 

the Gospel, and also in discipling and church formation. 

The Bible explores the nature of true honour, grounding it in a relationship of 

covenant obedience to God, and participation in God’s community. Books like 1 Peter 

are written in the context of when following Jesus Messiah leads to ostracism and 

shame, looking to God as the only and ultimate source of honour, and how that is 

expressed in a new community context. 

The Bible is particularly rich in offering ways to reconsider gender and shame. 

In the Bible, in contrast to almost all societies, the stories of women who are raped or 

22 See Jayson Georges, Ministering in Patronage Cultures: Biblical Models and Missional Implications (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2019) for a helpful discussion of this: or for a briefer introduction, Moyra Dale, “Who has bewitched you?: 
Patronage, blessing and the Evil Eye,” Folk Islam, When Women Speak… 3, no. 1 (2018): 54-81, 
https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol-3-no-1-september-2018-who-has-bewitched-you/. 
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sacrificed are told, not hidden. The women are often named (Dinah, Jephthah’s 

daughter, the Levite’s concubine, Bathsheba, Tamar).23  Their shame is not hidden away 

in the community, but named and exposed, even when it is perpetrated by patriarchs or 

leaders. Contrary to the prevailing view that locates the honour of a community in the 

bodies of its women, the book of Judges measures the moral degeneration of a nation 

in part by its treatment of women. 

In contrast to some western descriptions of the cross, the gospel narratives 

focus primarily on the shame of the crucifixion more than the physical torment 

involved. The cross embodied shame: even the word was considered too shameful to be 

on the lips of a Roman citizen.24 For many women especially, Jesus’ exposure and bodily 

invasion offer a real embodiment of experienced shame taken on our behalf and fully 

redeemed. Jesus’ “own nakedness is a necessary component in redeeming and healing 

all those whose bodies have been violated.”25 

These are general explorations. For particular cultural issues and how shame 

and honour are experienced and expressed in any given cultural or social context, 

analysis needs to be followed by reflection on how those issues may be expressed and 

the Biblical response. Then this reflection is taken back to the culture.  

23 See http://sidebysidegender.org/library/tamar-campaign-contextual-bible-study-manual-on-gender-based-violence/ for 
helpful resources on using some of these Biblical stories as a resource to explore how to respond to violence against 
women. 
24 Cicero described it as a “cruel and disgusting penalty,” and claimed that “the very word ‘cross’ should be far removed 
not only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his thoughts, his eyes and his ears.” Brittany E. Wilson, Unmanly Men: 
Refigurations of Masculinity in Luke-Acts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 202-203. 
25 Robin Stockitt, Restoring the Shamed: Towards a Theology of Shame (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012): 79, cited in Cozens and 
Ochs, “Putting the shameful body to death,” 239. 
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The popularising of the concepts of honour and shame have meant that they 

risk becoming a catch-all, a convenient explanation for all sorts of cultural dynamics. 

However the honour and shame paradigm retains the potential for explanatory value if 

we can go beyond seeing it as the answer to using it as a productive lens through 

which to look at different local communities. It can contribute the linguistic and 

ethnographic questions that we need to ask, in order to understand the specific 

contexts and social relationships in which we live and work.  



Muslim Women in Prayer
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Moyra Dale 

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: 



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

116 

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.  

ركذلا  - Dhikr : Recollection 

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.  
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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 
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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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Moyra Dale 

People’s prayers tell us something about the God whom they worship. 

I was talking to a friend recently who is going through a very difficult time, and 

she mentioned that she was asking God what lesson he was wanting to teach her. 

That’s one question we can ask, a question that comes from viewing God as Teacher 

(often with potentially punitive overtones). Our Muslim friends often assume that God 

is testing them through difficult situations. This is a view of God as Examiner, with the 

power to pass or fail. There are other questions which we could ask, reflecting 

different understandings of God. For example, we could ask, what gift is God giving me 

in or through this? This is an understanding of God as the Gift-giver of good things 

(James 1:17; Matt 7:8-11). Or we could simply ask, where is God in this? We can cry out 

as the psalmists do, asking God why he feels absent, recognising that we believe in God 

who is Emmanuel, Present with us. Or we can simply ask whether he is here, silently 

weeping with us (John 11:35)? 

People sometimes debate about whether Christians and Muslims believe in the 

same or a different God.  We are both monotheistic faiths, which means that there is 

only one God. Kenneth Cragg suggests that we both have the same subject of the 

sentence, “God is….” However the rest of the sentence, the predicate, is different: 

what we say or believe about who God is. 

As with our prayers, the content of the prayers of our Muslim friends is both 

expressive and also formative of who they believe God to be.  Constance Padwick, 

introducing her classic book Muslim Devotions, commented that, “In Islam, as in any 

other faith, a stranger desiring not to remain a stranger could best feel the pulsing life 
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of religion through a study of the devotions actually in use.1 Asking how and what our 

friends pray tells us much about their understanding of the character of God, and what 

that means about their own interaction with God in life and prayer. 

The first place to explore is the salah or daily liturgical prayer.2 This reflects an 

understanding of God who must be approached when we are ritually pure,3 and 

(especially as women) appropriately covered, even in the privacy of their own homes or 

closets. Covering for salah prayer corresponds approximately to the body covering 

appropriate with non-mahram (not closely related) males. Body posture reflects and 

imprints an understanding of God who is transcendent, to be approached with humility 

and reverent awe (khashu’). The salah set prayers are to God who is greater than 

anything else, and who is to be therefore praised and exalted: a God who offers refuge 

from Satan, and who listens to the prayers of those who praise Him. Within the set 

salah there are also options for the pray-er: after they pray the Fatihah, the first 

chapter of the Qur’an, they can choose another chapter to recite (Ikhlas[112] or Falaq 

[113] or Nas [114] are often used). Have a look at those surahs in the Qur’an and see

what understanding of God they offer. What surah does your friend like to pray? The 

salah prayer also includes spaces for recommended du’a of praise. Which ones does 

your friend include? What belief about God’s character do they reflect?   

1 Padwick, Constance E. Muslim Devotions: A Study of Prayer-Manuals in Common Use. Oxford: Oneworld, 1961, p.xi. 

2 https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol-7-no-1-november-2020-salah/ 
3 https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol2-no1-april-2018-ritual-purity-and-defilement/ 
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Du’a is the area of prayer that may tell us most about our friends’ 

understanding of God.4  More akin to what western protestant Christians usually mean 

when they talk about ‘prayer’, du’a can include the poured-out longings of the heart: 

and, more usually, the popular memorised prayers recited at particular occasions, that 

can be found in the little prayer booklets scattered across the Muslim world, in 

shrines, markets and bookshops. Drawn from the Qur’an, hadith and sunnah, “Fortress 

of the Muslim” “ ملسملا نصح ” is one of the more popular. These prayers are commonly 

written in Arabic and often also transliterated for those who cannot read Arabic script 

(as well as the meaning given in the local language), suggesting an understanding that 

God is most appropriately / effectively addressed in Arabic: universal deity is firmly 

grounded in the Middle East context, whence his word in the Qur’an was revealed. 

These invocations are most often situational: what to say when you wake up; when 

getting dressed or undressed, entering and leaving the toilet, leaving or returning 

home, going to or leaving the mosque. There are other petitions for if you have a 

nightmare or are feeling lonely, when it is windy or thundering, when you see the first 

dates of the season or hear a dog bark. Many of the invocations include the benefits 

associated with reciting them: a hundred good deeds recorded for the pray-er, or a 

hundred trees planted for them in Paradise. Some of the invocations are to be recited 

three times, or a hundred times. These may indicate a transactional view of God (the 

metaphor of trading with God is used among scholars as well as in popular Islam),5 of a 

4 https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol-7-no-1-november-2020-dua-in-the-21st-century-exploring-womens-
perspectives/ 
5 Mahmood, Saba. Politics of Piety. The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2005, pp.94-96. See also al-Nisa’ 4:40. 
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God who the pray-er negotiates with to achieve what they want. Perhaps you could ask 

your friend what du’a she prays on what occasions, and what benefits she seeks 

through them. 

Du’a can also be the spontaneous prayers of the heart, in someone’s heart 

language, offered either after salah or at any time. Does your friend feel able to offer 

these kinds of prayer, in her heart language, or does she feel confined to the more 

formal prayers? Was there ever a time when she cried out to God in this way? Who was 

the God she was seeking? 

Muslim women are often involved in some form of dhikr, prayers of recollection 

which are often focused on recounting particular aspects of God.6 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. Dhikr may be performed in 

a group or as individuals at home. There are particular dhikr prayers or choruses or 

there can be longer wird (litanies) to pray. Dhikr prayer allows more freedom to choose 

the content of what is prayed. 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. 

In the corporate dhikr times I attended at a women’s mosque programme, they 

usually began by taking refuge in God, and invoking the name of God, the 

6 https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol-7-no-1-november-2020-muslim-women-in-prayer/; 
https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/women-in-sufism/; https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/remember-god/; 
https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/dhikr-in-the-heart-of-faith/. 
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Compassionate, the Merciful. Salah also begins with taking refuge: and the Qur’an 

seeks refuge from the external danger of the devil or people (al-Nahl 16:98; al-Falaq 

113:1; al-Nas 114:1).  Together with the invocation of God’s name, the ‘seeking refuge’ 

(a’udh bi’Allah) is a protective prayer in the uncertainties of daily life (whether in 

health, education and employment, communal relationships or wider politics) and in the 

face of surrounding malign spiritual forces and the impact of envy (or the evil eye). This 

is God who potentially can offer protection in the face of forces that threaten to 

overcome us. 

The women in this programme also often invoked God’s refuge in seeking 

forgiveness: 

“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.” 

This longing for God’s forgiveness was also evident in the oft-repeated “God, 

forgive!” istaghfir Allah, and other common invocations. Humanity, created weak by 

God (Al-Nisa’ 4:28), 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, no 

cost to God in doing so; and receiving God’s forgiveness doesn’t carry any need to 

forgive others. 

God’s attributes are recited and repeated, whether to invoke God’s help, or as 

part of affirming the faith of those praying. The most frequent attributes I heard 

included Healer, Giver, Defender, Forgiver, the One who relieves troubles, who offers 
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help, orders affairs, hears our voices and answers petitions. God is sovereign and 

bestows blessings such as protection, healing and provision of needs, as He wills: such 

bestowal is arbitrary, not guaranteed.  However on the recipients’ side, they place 

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

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

repetitions. 

There are also prayers seeking God’s blessing on Muhammad, reflecting the belief 

that God will bless those who bless Muhammad: and, crucially, Muhammad himself will 

intercede for them on the day of judgement. Again this reflects the felt need of an 

intercessor with God, for the one who can never be sure that they have amassed 

enough good deeds, or that God will in fact extend his mercy. 

Prayer is often understood as a corporate activity, whether salah (even in one’s 

home, the pray-er joins with the worldwide community in set times, the same direction, 

words and actions), group dhikr or group du’a. Group prayers both shape and express 

communal understanding. When your friend prays at home on her own, how does she 

pray? And is there any difference between her prayers on her own and in the 

community?  

The names of God within Islam include an understanding of God who is all-

powerful and all-present, greater than any other being: and we fully concur with this. 

Of the ninety-nine names of God, which ones does your friend most focus on, 

remember, or use in her prayers? What aspects of God’s character are invoked by 

them? When we ask about how our Muslim friends understand God, we go beyond 

official statements of faith, to ask about the actual content of our Muslim friends’ 

prayers. These tell us more about who the petitioners believe God to be, and what is 

possible in relation between God and the one worshipping him.  
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We might also ask about when we pray, especially when we are praying for our 

Muslim friends, and in their presence, what our own prayers reveal about the God to 

whom we pray, who we believe God to be. Who is the God to whom we are pointing our 

Muslim friends? Sometimes as I have prayed for someone, they have commented on 

the sense of intimacy and of the presence and power of God: and this is the gift of the 

Spirit, going beyond words. We seek to understand more deeply the reality and 

possibilities of how our Muslim friends understand God and seek to worship him. And 

we also look to God’s power to guide and empower our own words and prayers, and to 

lead us into richer understanding of what it means to worship God who is revealed in 

Jesus Messiah, in every aspect of our words and our lives. 






