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Everyone needs to belong.  Humans 
are social beings.  Yet the Protestant 
emphasis on an individual, personal 
faith sometimes leads workers to 
ignore the importance of social rela-
tionships and group identity for their 
ministries.  I discovered 
that a Sunni woman’s 
need to belong cre-
ates enormous obsta-
cles to faith in Jesus.  
What might we do to 
help her find her iden-
tity in the Body of 
Christ?

 Barriers

All of the women I 
studied consider being 
Sunni Muslim a very im-
portant part of their identity.  Being 
Sunni determines in part their reputa-
tion, legal standing, job prospects, 
family structure, social network, ma-
jor holidays, political expectations 
and area of residence.  Bitter memo-

ries of past conflicts with other 
groups defined by religious identity 
(tawa’if)1 are passed on from genera-
tion to generation, ensuring that Sun-
nis continue to be unified around 
feelings of victimization, resentment, 

revenge, self-righteous-
ness and alienation.2  
Stereotypes of non-
Sunnis abound.

In this context, leaving 
Sunni Islam is deemed 
political and social 
treachery to family, 
community and reli-
gion.  Evangelism is 
seen as an attack on 
the Sunni Muslim com-

munity.   The associa-
tion in Sunni Muslims’ 

minds between Zionism and Evangeli-
cal Christianity intensifies the Muslim 
tendency toward revulsion.  In light 
of the threat to their sense of identi-
ty and social networks, it is small 
wonder that Sunni Muslim women so 
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1  Tawa’if (singular:  Ta’Ifa) are sectarian divisions which determine a family’s political and 
religious status.

2 This is equally true of other religious groups in this nation.
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often reject the proclamation of the 
Good News of Jesus.

From childhood, people from my 
focus group have been inculcated 
with the notion that they are privi-
leged to have been born into a supe-
rior religion and to belong to a great 
Umma with a glorious past and fu-
ture.  They share with the people 
closest to them the meanings and 
feelings associated with certain histo-
ry, symbols, heroes, stories, special 
times and places, common rituals, 
dress and behaviours.  Whatever 
their theology, their working heaven-
ly hope includes nearness to family 
and a continued sense of belonging 
in the Islamic Umma.  For many, 
these ties are so precious that noth-
ing may be contemplated which 
threatens them.3 

Women in Middle Eastern society 
need to belong to a family.  A 
respectable woman lives with her 
husband or a near relative, prefera-
bly male.  A Muslim woman who 
wishes to keep her reputation 
must marry a Muslim or remain 
single, living with family members.  
Some believers of Muslim back-
grounds who have chosen not to 
change their legal religious identity 
have been able to remain at home, 
but it is difficult for them to enjoy 
home life when foundational loyal-
ties do not coincide, and there is 
constant pressure to return to 

thorough-going Islamic belief and 
practice.  A married Muslim wom-
an who converts risks losing her 
marriage and children.  Again, the 
high social cost of following Jesus 
may hinder some from being will-
ing to listen to what the Master has 
to say. 

A Sunni woman may avoid question-
ing Islamic beliefs and standards due 
to a sense of loyalty to the spiritual 
wellbeing of her dear ones.  Pious 
mothers sense the responsibility of 
creating a wholesome Muslim envi-
ronment in the home.  A Muslim 
who might otherwise be a seeker 
fears that her spiritual search is a 
moral weakness, which could result 
in her husband or family losing mer-
its.  Unless she is a good Muslim, she 
will not be able to intercede effec-
tively for them, and if she leaves 
Islam, their intercessions for her will 
avail nothing.  

Not only are there barriers to leav-
ing the fold of Islam, there are also 
barriers to entering the Christian 
community.  Some of the negative 
stereotypes Muslims have toward 
Christians have a basis in fact, and a 
seeker or believers of a Muslim 
background may feel revulsion at 
some ‘Christian’ practices.  In the 
minds of many Lebanese Muslims, 
Protestant Christians are pro-Zion-
ist, friends of the archenemies, the 
Jews.  Contemporary life is busy 

3 Furthermore, the Muslim community teaches that only the weaklings leave Islam, those 
who are ignorant or subject to temptation.
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and pressured, and profound rela-
tionships are hard to build.  Even 
local Christians acknowledge that 
relationships within the Christian 
community are shallow and not 
adequate to compensate believers 
of Muslim backgrounds for the dam-
age they experience to a sense of 
belonging within the family and Sun-
ni community.

Bridges

We all belong to a com-
mon humanity, and the 
things that unite us far 
exceed those which di-
vide.  Women workers 
share many experiences 
and circumstances with 
Sunni women as females, 
including menstruation, 
wanting to marry, marriage, child-
birth and child rearing, and the pres-
sure of societal expectations upon 
women.  Even resident foreigners 
share with women of this segment of 
society the frustrations, delights and 
fears of life.  We are all sensitive to 
the need to show mutual tolerance 
and respect for the sake of national 
and global survival.  We are monothe-
ists and share some key foundational 
stories:  Creation, Noah, Abraham, 
and the exodus from Egypt.  There 
are many issues of morality, which 
we can address with one voice.  Any 

of these common elements of life can 
build bridges, however tenuous, that 
span the chasms between religious 
groups (tawa’if) and allow greater 
communication to take place.

There are also potential theological 
bridges.  The Islam of my focus group 
stresses that the individual ultimately 
stands alone before God, and that no 
intercession of dear ones will save 
them from the Fire.4 This truth might 

serve as a caveat 
against giving total 
loyalty to a hu-
man community.  
Both communi-
ties honour peo-
ple who have 
rejected their 
family’s religion 

while remaining re-
spectful, who recognized that obey-
ing the call of God was more 
important than family tradition, ac-
ceptance and protection.  Reminding 
Muslims of these people’s courage 
may help them to find the courage to 
respond to the call of God in Christ.  
Abraham is one example with pro-
found religious significance (See Josh-
ua 24:2 and Genesis 11:26-32).

Fault Lines

The women I studied believe that 
they belong to a superior, elect and 

4  Although this is the official view, in practice there is a great deal of intercession for de-
ceased relatives and allegedly atoning rituals such as reciting the Fatiha 10,000 times on 
another’s behalf.  A friend points out that most of the taps at ablutions stations in 
mosques are donated int the name of a particular person, and the worshipper who wash-
es there is expected to say a prayer on behalf of the donor.

We all belong 
to a common humanity, 

and the things 
that unite us 

far exceed those 
which divide.
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privileged group, with the right to 
enforce their (or as they see it, 
God’s) norms on others and to de-
fend themselves with violence.  At 
the same time, they want to see 
themselves and their community as 
tolerant, reasonable and just. At 
times I sensed that they were aware 
of this inconsistency and distressed 
by it.  Further, they share the tension 
that all thoughtful citizens experience 
between the loyalty to the religious 
group, which is ruining the country, 
and loyalty to the country, which 
might be costly to the religious group.  
There is a tacit recognition that bitter 
divisions need something more pow-
erful than shari’ah (Islamic law) to 
heal them.  Weak though it seems, 
the ethical teaching of Jesus might 
indeed prove the only solution.

Frustration with the Muslim commu-
nity to which a woman belongs re-
sults in inner wrestling.  The sense of 
belonging the women feel in the Mus-
lim community, though very positive 
in many ways, carries with it a power-
ful sense of responsibility and pres-
sure.  A woman not otherwise open 
to Christian teaching might be at-
tracted to truths that relieve her of 
burdens she feels she cannot bear or 
of unfair expectations and restric-
tions.  Finally, although these women 
might not admit it to outsiders, they 
are regularly disappointed by the 
disunity, ungodly character and 

flawed behaviours of the Muslim fam-
ilies, communities and Umma to 
which they tie their identity.5  The 
result could be weakened loyalties or 
profound doubts, opportunities for 
the Holy Spirit to redirect the 
individual’s sense of belonging to-
ward the Father.

Worthy of Observation

It is worth investing extra effort in 
people whose commitment to right-
eousness exceeds their commitment 
to religious, political, ethnic and clan 
groupings.  One experienced worker 
in Syria has devised a simple gauge of 
relative commitment.  He uses three 
tea glasses, one each to represent 
Muslims, Christians and Jews.  Point-
ing to each glass in turn, he then 
asserts ‘In this glass are people 
whose actions please God, and there 
are those whose actions are evil.’  He 

5  Of course, the same is true for members of all the religious groups, or tawa’if.
6  A Muslim friend explains that this is because of the belief in a kind of purgatory through 

which even the most wicked of Muslims will eventually reach heaven.  No such hope is 
imagined for the Jew.
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claims a greater openness to the 
Gospel among those willing to con-
cede that some righteous Jews are 
better than some wicked Muslims.6  
Another indicator might be commit-
ment to some single aspect of right-
eousness and willingness to work 
across religious group boundaries to 
promote it.7 It would also be well to 
explore the sense of admiration 
some Muslims have for prominent 
Christians, like Mother Tere-
sa and Pope John Paul II, 
who showed love to 
people of other reli-
gions.  A willingness 
to express apprecia-
tion for such heroes 
shows a love of godli-
ness and may indicate 
a window of opportu-
nity to connect their 
behaviour with the 
salvation they have 
experienced through 
Christ.8

Another group of people 
to look for are those who are dis-
mayed by or alienated from the Mus-
lim group to which they have 
belonged.  Although it is not especial-
ly strategic to found a church with 
malcontents, rebels and social iso-
lates, God may have cut the social 
bonds of these individuals in order 
to make them more receptive to the 
acceptance of God in Christ.

Missional Strategies

It is hard to imagine that any woman 
from this subculture would be willing 
to risk alienation from the family and 
community to which she is so closely 
bound without being thoroughly con-
vinced of the abundant love and ac-
ceptance of God.  Appropriate 
teaching might focus on the imma-
nence of God:  his gracious Father-
hood, his nearness to his people in 

heaven, his acceptance of 
those who fail in their 

worship, the proof of 
his love in the Incarna-
tion and the cross, 
and the saving inter-
cession of Jesus.  Just 
telling a woman that 
God loves her is not 
enough; she must ex-
perience that love, 
normally first from a 
believer or believing 
community and deci-
sively through person-

al experience of Jesus.

Some groups of Christians are doing 
a good job in embracing Muslim-her-
itage believers.  Many could do much 
better.  The need of Sunni Muslim 
women (and, I believe, of all people) 
to belong to a community demands 
from the missional church a more 
profound ecclesiology, along with a 
corresponding change in congrega-
tional relationships, an improvement 

Just telling 
a woman that 
God loves her 
is not enough; 

she must experience 
that love, 

normally first from a 
believer or 

believing community 
and decisively through 
personal experience

of Jesus. 

7  Examples might include peacemaking, sexual morality, human rights or stewardship of the 
environment.

8 It may be, however, that many Muslims would assume the motive behind these admirable 
deeds to be the acquisition of merit.
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9   Here are a few of the specific suggestions made to me about sensitivity:  women wearing 
head coverings in church, sitting with dignity and respect in church, solid Bible teaching 
and modesty in dress.  It would also be beneficial to ask how the church’s style of music 
enhances or detracts from the ability to participate in heartfelt worship.

in the integration and discipleship of 
believers of a Muslim background 
and a reconsideration of strategies 
for evangelism.

In terms of theology, the church 
must learn an ecclesiology that is not 
primarily based on bloodlines and 
political classification.  I recommend 
an organic model of 
church, with a special 
focus on the church 
as the family of God.  
The practice of infor-
mal meetings and vis-
its in homes would 
be in keeping with 
this theology.  Social 
gatherings involving 
food and fun commu-
nicate that the church 
has accepted the whole person and 
not just her spiritual component.  
Much more could be done to help 
the church appreciate the profound 
communal symbolism of baptism and 
communion.  It is unlikely that a 
heterogeneous church can thrive un-
til the current, fairly homogeneous 
congregations deal with their chron-
ic problems of backbiting, fear of 
change, divisiveness and clannishness.

The church should monitor itself to 
ensure that believers from Muslim 
families are truly accepted and tak-
ing leadership roles within the body 

of Christ. Giving gifted and mature 
Muslim-background believers the 
responsibility of discipling people 
of all backgrounds would enhance 
understanding within the church 
over time.  Christian-background 
church leaders should learn all they 
can from Muslim brothers and sis-

ters in Christ, and espe-
cially from those 
who most success-
fully deal with the 
tension between 
devotion to Christ 
and respect for 
their community 
of origin. Believers 
from a Christian 
background should 

be trained through 
mentoring and other forms of in-
struction to be sensitive to Mus-
lims in speech and behaviour.9  
Prejudicial comments against Mus-
lims should be countered, even in 
private conversations between peo-
ple of Christian backgrounds.  At 
every level, from kids’ clubs to 
seminary, there is a need for a 
re-evaluation of the church’s curric-
ula to ensure that the questions of 
believers and seekers from all back-
grounds are being adequately ad-
dressed.  Believers from 
non-Christian families may need 
special help in being oriented to 

The church should 
monitor itself to ensure 

that believers 
from Muslim families 

are truly accepted 
and taking leadership roles 
within the body of Christ.
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the Bible and Christian history, sto-
ries, theology, customs and tradi-
tions, but they should be given the 
freedom to question what they 
hear in light of the teachings of 
Scripture.  They also may appreci-
ate the offer of inclusion in family-
oriented holidays like Christmas.

Since few churches are at present 
ready to integrate believers from 
Muslim backgrounds, those discipling 
them would do well to consider alter-
natives that meet the person’s need 
to belong, such as small group disci-
pleship and worship groups.  From 
the start, the evangelist should seek 
to build positive and honest relation-
ships with whole families whenever 
possible, and no attempt should be 
made to alienate the seeker or new 
believer from her family and commu-
nity.  However, some negative family 
reaction is almost inevitable.  Wise 
Christian leaders have at times been 
able to act as peacemakers and to 
reconcile estranged new believers 
with their families.  Teenagers and 
young adults need special assistance 
in learning to balance their right to 
freedom of religious choice with gen-
uine gratitude, respect and humility 
toward their parents.

Very few Sunni women are willing 
even to consider the good news of 
Jesus, in part because it is a threat to 
their social identity.  To win the 
opportunity of presenting the Gospel, 
some obvious first steps might in-
clude building common ground, ap-
pealing to society’s urgent need for 
inter-religious understanding, show-
ing persistent love in practical ways, 
initiating or joining secular and cross-
religious organizations and acting as 
peace-makers at all levels.  Some 
Muslim women are open to practical 
instruction on relationships from a 
Christian perspective, provided that 
it is not blatantly anti-Muslim, and 
some might attend a public lecture or 
a ladies’ discussion group on such a 
subject.10  While many women of this 
subculture consider the ethical teach-
ings of Jesus unworkable, many also 
recognize that Jesus presented lofty 
ideals to which a pious person should 
aspire.  With the illumination of the 
Spirit, his teachings might lead a Mus-
lim woman to sense the truth and 
beauty of his words and character, 
her own inadequacy, and her need 
for the kind of gracious acceptance 
Jesus offers.

10 Some topics might include family unity, overcoming resentment, resolving sectarian hos-
tility and cross-generational conflict.  A neutral venue would make such a prospect 
more inviting.


