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AL\ Said wrote, *The 1West places more emphasts on rights, while Istam values obligations. The
Western tradition posits [recdom in order to avoid the outcome of a despotic system while Islam empha-
sizes virtue as a goal to perpetuate the traditions of sociely that often support a coercive system. The 1Vest
emphasi zes individual interests while Islam values collective good.”” Said 1979,77

The Arab Muslim family is an extended family, normally with three or four generations
within its circle. Social life is based on ancient traditions and on the teachings of the
Quran. A third of the legal injunctions in the Qur’an deal with family matters. It
speaks about the relatonship between parents and children: “*Show kindness to parents
...lower to them the wing of humility out of tenderness.™ (Q 17:23-24; also 29:8;
3104 15; 46:15-18) Tt also deals with the network of rights and obligations that provide

the basis for family life.

In modern times Arabic society is in transition. Movies, technology, political and
cconomical uphcaval, struggles between governments and fundamentalists (Islamists)
and wars are creating irresistible change in their culture. Urban culture is replacing old
traditions. Whole clans can no longer find enaugh space to live together since the apart-
ments are only planned for families with two to four children. Social security is becoming
necessary everywhere because the supporting capacity of the clan system is disintegrating.
Hall of the population in Arab societies are young people under the age of twenty years.

Case Studies

The following stories illustrate the impact of the family on the process of conversion.
When a Muslim leaves his faith, not only does it bring great disgrace to his family, but it
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also often means severance from the “we’ in which he was rooted and anchored. This

rupture is deeper and broader than we can imagine.

1.'This recent incident may be not related to the family, but it illustrates the pressure of
society and using the importance of the family as a deterrent to conversion . The Islamic
Egyptian scholar Nasr Abu Zaid wrote and taught about modernizing Islamic thought.
As a consequence he was declared Kafir (infidel) and the religious authorities moved to
annul his marriage because a Muslim woman must not be married to a non-NMuslim. So
he and his wile fled to Holland.

2 Just a few weeks ago a friend in the Middle Fast was threatened that his marriage would
be annulled if he did not go back to Islam. He has three children. For an Arab this can be
onc of the most difficult decisions they have to make in a life time. It is casier to make a
decision to follow Christ than a decision to abandon his family. This bond is the most
sacred bond, closcly related to that of honor.We need to bear in mind the collective
good ol the family of cach Muslim-Background Believer (MBB). We need to pay attention
to their felt needs as families. Many times we are so interested in baptizing people right
away that we neglect their family and their spiritual maturity.

3. Z. Is a Shiite mother whose hushand died many years ago. She raised her five children
till they were adults. Now she is interested in marrying a Durzi man. Because of this her

children abandoned her. She can’t work since she is not cducated. She has to choose
between her children or her hushand-to-be. This is not an casy choice for a mother. This
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is the kind of pressure that Arabs apply on cach person who becomes a Christian or
marrics a non-Muslim. We need to think of ways by which mothers, daughters and
sisters can stay within their family or prepare ahead ol time how to deal with a situation
like the above. Can or should we have different teams far apart from cach other so we can
rclocate people from one arca to the other? Should we find alternative jobs for MBBs to
enable them to provide for their family? All of these legitimate questions need to be asked
before the fact, not alter it.

4.N. Is a young woman who became a Christian. When the family found out, they
arranged a marriage to her Muslim cousin. From their point of view that took care of
the problem. She eventually returned to Islam. This brings up the whole issue ol NMuslim
single women and their relationship to their family, plus the whole issue ol marriage. |
have heard about a case which involved taking a woman out from North Alrica and
placing her in the West. She has no job, no support, and is forced to live on welfare.
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5.When I became a Christian my mother told me that “what is in the heart is in the
heart.” The Lamily asked me to continue to go to the mosque, so that people would stop
talking and no problem would be caused. The important part of such a situation is that
prople not know. T was lorced to abandon my education . "This meant no vocation, no
income and no financial stability., My relationship with my family was severed. Only
now alter twenty years am I renewing the relationship to witness to them. Mayhe this
does not set well with those who feel that one has immediately to conless his faith publicly.
I suggest this as a temporary measure tll the MBB stands on his/her feet, spirituality and
cconomically, in order to be sell=supportive and mature in the faith.

Lessons to be Learned

The question is, “What is the relevance of the family to our ministry among Muslims?”
Understanding of the family has a great deal to contribute to our strategies ol evangelism.
We need to bear in mind the family dynamics as we witness to Arab friends. Many Arabs,
including me, have been greatly influenced and nourished through the warmth and
support of their family. What they miss the most is being close to the amily. The fecling
ol belonging to the family and the clan is one of the most important factors in witnessing
to Muslims. Many Arab Muslims who came to Christ have gone back because of the great
loss of family support..

Gallantry and generosity is closcly linked with haspitality. Many know the importance of
cating as a family in the Middle East. Eating itsell is a by-product of the fellowship and
solidarity that people of the Middle East

There is an Arabic proverb that says “Eat whatever you like at home. But dress according
to what people like outside.” ftis very important to know that the question Arabs ask is
not what is right or wrong, but rather, “What will people say?” This may shape how we
present the whole issue of sinin ashame rather than a guilt culture. Teshould also make us
realize that many Muslims interested in Christianity would not share thatinterest in (ront
of family members or other people.



Seedbed XI

Marriage and socictal reconciliation also happen through family or friends. This should
open a role for us to help out and witness about Christian marriage. 1 have done that on
many occasions, especially in the context of marriage reconciliation.

We have o rethink our approach as far as the family is concerned. Ttis very important
not to compromise the position of the individual within the family, at least initally. [fitis
at all possible, we should keep MBBs within their families. We need to consider the
optimum timing lor MBBs to publicly declare their new faith. T have seen too many
people publicize their conversion prematurely. The resulting publicity forces the family
to defend their honor belore neighbors and community. If the conversion is not publicly
known, the MBB may have an opportunity to stay and minister 1o hisfher family. One
MBB was asked not to tell some of his extended family that he had become a Christian.
This situation created a dilemma for that person. But he respected their wishes. This
opened an opportunity to get to know that person from the extended family and build a
relationship. Sometimes itis wise not 1o say anything at all in terms of verbal profession of
faith.

We need to think of the immediate famity if the MBB is the breadwinner. | believe what
happened wirth Robert Hussein in Kuwait will eventually have a ol on his family as it
will also certainly aflect him later on. 1 hope we learn a few lessons from that whole

experience.

Our teaching and sharing should emphasize images of the church that have implicadons
to the family. The body, the hranches of the vine, the vineyard, the olive tree, the
building, the bride, (see Paul Mincar, lmages of the Church in the New Testament, Philadel-
phia: The Westminster Press 1960)

\We have to provide for the MBB all the means to help feel part of the family of God (The
Church). Discipleship and fellowship are very crucial after conversion. The whole issue of
belonging and loncliness must be addressed.

We need o rescarch who makes the decisions in the family. Who does the family listen 10?
Where does the major opposition come {rom? This person can influence the whole family.
This person is often the defender of the honor of the family also, and it is on his shoulders
to isolate and exterminate the cause of shame.

Living in a big city may lessen the cffect of the fumily. Butin urban settings there is also a
greater need to belong to some kind of group or people te fill the gap of the family. The
less family and neighbor pressure there is, the more Muslims will be able to listen and
make individual choices.

We need to think doubly hard if the MBBs are women. We need to support them and
understand the dilemma they face if divorced or forced o get married to a Muslim rela-
tive. Females are more vulnerable than males.

We need o help MBBs become better family members than they were before their
conversion. This way they can be more credible with their family. Tt keeps the ways of
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