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The Structure and Effect of the Arab Muslim family on 

Ministry 

by Abu Atallah 

Introduction 

Understanding the Arab family is essential for an effective ministry among Arab Muslims. 
Family dynamics greatly affect and influence our strategics of ministry. 

Definition and Function 

Arabs live in a strict patrilincal society. The Arab family is the most important institu­
tion, economically, politically and socially, in Arab society:. Family groups stick together 
and try hard to assist each other in obtaining jobs and setting up businesses. Arabs tend to 
see themselves in relation to others, as members of groups, or in the context of their struc­
tural roles. They rarely think of themselves as individuals with unique potentials to 
develop or unique needs to satisfy. Most Arabs arc still not conscious of an independent 
'1', but live rooted in the 'we' of their clan. They have the spiril of fellowship in the 
extended family 'we' rather than the isolation of the Individual 'I'. All of village life is 
centered around 1hc family. The strongest woman in an extended famtl)' may exert influ­
enci: O\•er hundreds of people. An Arabic proverb says "A Mother is like a sd1ool. If she is 
good she can educate and leave an impression on many generations. lfshc is not good she 
can destroy generations." 

Honor (sharaf) and shame (ayb)arc perhaps the two most important c;ontrolling factor:. in 
Arab society. It is very important, therefore, to understand what thesi: mean to 1he indi­
vidual within this society. An Arab either honors his/her entire group by doing a good act 
or shames the emire group by bad behavior. The individual is responsible to the famil>, 
and the family to the tribe or community. ff an individual commits wrong, the family and 
community will be held responsible, and if wrong is done to an individual his family and 
community automatically support him. ,Among the Bedouin, if someone is killed and a 
truce is not quickly settled, a life will be taken to restore the family honor.) The fathrr is 
ri:sponsiblc for his sons and especially his daughters. [fa girl docs something wrong with a 
man, the family honor is at stake. There arc cases when th<: brother kills hn and/or the 
man who wronged her. The law takes into consideration "dif ense of life. proper!)• and /1onnr," 
and lenient sentence may be given for such crimes, c.g. three to scven years' imprison• 
mcnt, rather than hanging. 

The Family is an important institution, not only in the Arab world, but in all or the 
Islamic world. Mr. Khurshid Ahmad, chairman of the Islamic Foundation in Leicester, 
writing on Family Life in Islam- says, "ft is /ht family lliat provides tl,e mnst congemnl chmntt for 
tlu dcurlopmmt a11df11lfillme111 of human perso11alily. Mnmage a11d famil;• 111 !rlam should be studied. 
I Ft refuse to acrej,I Ille ual11t-nmtra{ approach that wil(>•-111ll;•fasl1101u the lift a11d pmprrlwu of man 
i11 the srrulnr mil11rt of the West toda;• I Ve think tlu duinttgratio11 of tlufamil;· i11 t/u J,Vt.rl is, i11 part, 
a rrsull of /hr corifusion about I/it plau and rofr t?f 1hr f,111111;· 111 socitf)' and t1bou/ tlu purpou of life 
1/srlf." In a 1979 article i:ntitli:d Precept and Practice of Hwna.u Rights in Isla.JU, 
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A.A. Said wrote, "The I Vest plnces more em/1hasis 011 rights, while Islam values obligations. The 
IVeslem tradition posits freedom in order lo avoid the outcome of a despotic system while Islam em/;fw­
si(.eS uirlue 11s a go11l lo per/1el11ate the t'raditions of socirl)' //111/ oftm .r11pport a coercive system. Tiu Wes/ 
emphasi ;:_es individual intereslS while [slam values colfecliue good." Said 1979, 77 

The i\rab l'Vfuslim family is an extell(kd family, normally with three or four generations 
within its circle. Social life is based on ancient traditions and on the tt:achings of the 

Qur'an. A third of the legal injunctions in the Qur'an deal with family matters. It 
speaks about the relationship between parents and children: "Show kindness 10 parents 
... lower to them the wing of humility out of tenderness." (Q 17:23-'.H; also 29:8; 
31:1 �,lj; +G:15-18) It also deals with the network of rights and obligations 1hat provide 
the basis for family lif'c. 

In rnodern times Arabic society 1s 111 transition. ivlovies, technology, political and 
economical upheaval, struggles between governments and fundamentalists (lslamists) 
an<l wars arc creating irresistible change in their culture. Urban culture is replacing old 
traditions. \\'hole clans can no longer find enough space lO live together since the apart­
ments arc only planned for f"amilies with two to four children. Social security is becoming 
necessary everywhere because the supporting capacity of1hc clan S>'stcm is disintegrating. 
Half of the population in Arab societies arc young people under the age of twenty years. 

Case Studies 

The following stories illustrate the impact of the family on the process of conversion. 
\Vlwn a l\•1uslim leaves his faith, not only docs it bring great disgrace lO his family, but it 
also often means severance from the "we" in which he was rooted and anchored. This 
rupture is deeper and broader than we can imagine. 

I .This rcccm 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 Zaic! wrote and taught about moderni:i:ing 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-�fuslim. So 
he and his wife Heel to Holland. 

2 .Just a few weeks ago a friend in the Middle East 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 

one of the most diflicult decisions they have to make in a life time. It is easier to make a 
decision to follow Christ than a decision to abandon his family. This bond is the most 
sacred bond, closely related to that of honor.We need to bear in mind the collective 
good of the family of each l\foslim-Background lkliever ( M BB). \Ve need to pay attention 

lO their felt needs as families. !v[any 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 husband 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 educated. She has to choose
bet ween her children or her husband-to-be. This is not an easy choice for a mother. This
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is the kind of pressure that Arabs apply on each person who becomes a Christian or 
marries a non-Muslim. \Ve need to think of ways by which mothers, <laughters and 
sisters can stay within their family or prepare ahead of time how to deal with a situation 

like the above. Can or should we have different teams far apart from each other so we can 
relocate people from one area to the other? Should we find ahP.rnative jobs for 1VI l313s to 
enable them to provide for their family? All ofihcse legitimate questions need to be asked 
before the fact, not after 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 Ishim. This brings up the whole issue of ;\(uslim
single women and their relationship to their family, plus the whole issue of marriage. I
have heard about a case which involved taking a woman out from North Africa and
placing her in the \Vest. She has nojub, no support, and is forced to live on welfare.

5.Whcn [ became a Christian my mother told me that "what is in the heart is in the
heart." Tht.'. family asked me to cominue io go to the mosque, so that peoplt: would stop 
talking and no problem would be caused. The important p;irt of such a situ;ition is that 
people not know. I was forced to abandon my education . This nieant no vocation. no 
income and no lina11cial stability. My relationship with my family was severed. Only
now ;iftn lWenty years am I renewing the relationship Lo witness to them. fvlayhc this 
docs 1101 set well with thusc who feel that one has immediately to confess his faith publicly.
I suggest this as a temporary measure till the M13B stands un his/her feet, spirituality and
economically, 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?" 
U nderstancli ng of t he family has a great deal to contribute to our strategics of evaugelism. 
We need to bear in mi11d the family dy11amics as we witness to Arab friends. t\1lany Arabs, 
including me, have been greatly innuenccd and nourished through the warmth and 
support of their family. What they miss the most is being close tu the family. The f1:cling 
of belonging LO the family and the clan is 011e of the must important fact0rs in witnessing 
Lo t\l11slims. Many i\rab t\luslims who came to Christ have go11c back because of the great 
loss of family support.. 

Gallantry ;ind generosity is closdy linked with hospitality. :--!any know the importance of 
eating as a family in the Middle East. Ca ting itself is a by-product of the fdlowship and 
solicl;irity that people of the Middle East 

There is an Arabic pron;rb that says "Eat whatever you like at home. But dress according 
to what people like outside." ft is very important to know that the question Arabs ask is 
not what is right or wro11g, but rather, "\\'hat will people say?" This may shape how we 
present the whole issue of sin in a shame rather than a guilt culture. It should also make us 
realize that many Muslims interested in Christianity would not share that interest in front 
of family members or other people. 
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�[arriagc and socicta I reconciliation also happen through family or friends. This should 

open a role for us to help out and witness about Christian marriage. I have done that on 
many occasions, especially in the context of" marriage recon•ciliation. 

\Ve have tu rethink our approach as far as the family is concerned. It is very important 
not to compromise the position of the individual within the family, at least initially. I f it is 
al all possible, we should keep MBBs within their families. \Ve need to consider the 
optimum timing for i\-lB8s LO publicly declare their new faith. I have seen too many 
people publicize their conversion prematurely. The resulting publicity forces the famil}' 
to defend 1heir honor before neighbors and community. If the conversion is not publicly 
known, the i\lBB rn.iy have an opportunity tu stay and minister to his/her family. One 
i\-l 8B was asked not to 1cll some of his extended family that he had become a Chris1ian. 
This silllaLiun created a dilemma for that person. But he respected their wishes. This 
opened an opportunity to get Lo know that person from the extended family and build a 
rel,1tionship. Sometimes it is wise not to say anything at all in terms of verbal profcssion or 
faith. 

\Ve need to think of the immediate famil)' if the MBB is 1he breadwinner. I believe wha1 
happened wi1h Rohen llussein in Kuwait "'ill cven1ually have a toll 011 his ramily as it 
will also certainly affect him later 011. I hope we learn a fow lessons rrom 1ha1 whole 
cxpencnce. 

Our Leaching ,rnd sharing should emphasize images or the church that have implications 
to the family. The body, the branches of the vine, t.hc vineyard, 1he oli\'C tree, the 
building, the bride, (sec Paul l'v!inear, Images of 1/ze Church in lhe New Testament, Philadel­
phia: The \Vestminster Pn:ss 1960) 

\Ve have to provide for the i\1813 all the means to help feel part of the family or God (The 
Church). Discipleship and rcllowship arc very crucial after conversion. The whole issue or 
belonging and loneliness must be addressed. 

\Ve need 10 research who makes the decisions in the family. Who docs the family listen to? 

\Vhcrc docs the major opposition come from? This person can influence the whole family. 
This person is often the defender uf the honor or 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 effect of the family. But in urban settings there is also a 
greater need to belong to some kind of group or people 10 fill the gap or the family. The 
less family and neighbor pressure there is, the more l'vl uslims will be able to listen and 
make individual choices. 

\.Ve need to think doubly hard if the MBBs arc women. We need lO support them and 

understand the dilemma they face if divorced or forced to get married to a Muslim rela­
tive. Females arc more vulnerable than males. 

We need to help MBBs become better family members than they were before their 

conversion. This way they can be more credible with their family. It keeps the ways of 
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