
Who is Your God?
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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/ 



God and Women in Islam 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 9, No 1 | November 2021 

138 

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. 




