Church Planting that Includes
Muslim Women

“By wisdom a house is built, and through understandin

by Fran Love

hen my husband and I were plant-
ing the church in Indonesia, I

liked to think that the church was built by
wisdom and understanding, and that

the rare and beautiful treasures of Prov-
erbs 24:3 were Muslim women.

Over the last two decades as a mis-
sionary to Muslims, as well as in con-
versations with missionaries working
among Muslims, I have come to the
conclusion that Muslim women are too
often left out of strategic church
planting due to what I call a “gender-blind
missiology.” This mission theory
states that missionaries need first of all to
influence heads of households and
leaders who will in turn influence their
families and those under their author-
ity. While based on conventional wisdom
and may generally be true, neverthe-
less it is an incomplete perspective both
for biblical and practical reasons,

First of all, there are the Lydias in the
world who will be used of God as
strategic bridges to reach others, contrary
to normal male-oriented cultural con-
ventions (Acts 16). Second, experience in
the Muslim world teaches us that the
gospel does not always follow along these
male bridges of God. When applied to
church planting among Muslims this is
inadequate because it creates strate-
gies focused almost exclusively on reach-
ing men, not women, and thus the
label gender-blind missiology.

It is marvelous when men give
their lives to Jesus Christ, and then
because of their new joy and love,
introduce Jesus to the women in their
families. Sadly, this has not always
been the case in many counfries. At a

recent conference I attended, workers
among Muslims testified that while the

g it is established; through knowledge

its rooms are filled with rare and beautiful treasures.” Proverbs 24:3

men had become Christians the women
had not. Recently I talked with work-

ers in Yemen, Bangladesh, China, Mauri-
tania, and Turkey. When I asked why
women had not come to Christ, T found
several reasons: First, the attitude of
many Muslim men to Muslim women is
that they are creatures who are neither
worthy of nor interested in spiritual mat-
ters. Typically, a Muslim convert wil]
say when questioned why he doesn't bring
his wife to a Christian gathering, “She

is a woman, she wouldn’t understand.”
Sadly, our missionaries reinforce this
stereotype when they complain that Mus-
lim women aren’t interested in talking
about God. Missionary women especially
become frustrated at trying to bring

God into their conversations with Muslim
women who would, they say, rather

talk about the price of vegetables at the

. market, babies, cooking, and methods

of birth control.

Second, the religious role of
Muslim women stresses that to be good
Muslims means they are to be a good
wives and daughters. While a man’s reli-
giosity ties him directly to God~—one
who is in submission to God—a woman’s
religiosity ties her directly to the men
:0 her life—one who is in submission to
her father, husband, brother and
uncle. A Muslim woman’s life has value
to the degree she brings honor to her
family (Mallouhi 1994). This spills over
into the life of new converts espe-
cially when a new male convert to Chris-
tianity would see little value in foster-
ing an independent relationship between
his wife or daughter and God. It is
enough that they bring him honor.

Third, women are perceived as
rivals to a man’s earnest attentiveness to

God. Fatima Mernissi, in her book
Beyond the Veil, says of a man and
woman’s relationship, “Such involvement
constitutes a direct threat to man’s
allegiance to Allah, which requires the
unconditional investment of al] his
energies, thoughts and feelings in his
God.” (1987:8). For this reason there
is a strict separation between men and
women (in most Muslim countries)
when it comes to religious matters.
Women seldom go to the mosque and
when they do they sit behind partitions.
Religious talk is almost exclusively
between men, seldom between women
and never between men and women.

The fourth reason concerns the fears
of the men themselves. A male
believer can be afraid that his wife’s fam-
ily will pressure her to divorce him.
He may also fear spiritual retaliation by
the women in his family, a not
unlikely possibility due to the high per-
centages of Muslim women who are
deeply involved in animistic and occultic
practices. Then he may fear that as
soon as his wife is converted, the family
will be labeled as a Christian one,
with painful consequences of ostracism,
€conomic pressures and limited edy-
cational opportunities for his children.

These four reasons alone have
robbed many Muslim women of opportu-
nities to hear the gospel. I am writing-
this paper to supplement the strategies of
church planters whose vision may be
clouded by gender-blind missiology. Mus-
lims are hard enough, even more so
Muslim women who constitute the hidden
half of the unreached Muslim world.
We need a comprehensive strategy to
reach both Muslims that includes
Muslim women.
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While reaching males first can be the
main paradigm, it should not be the
only one. Missionaries are becoming
more aware to this injustice and are
deliberately setting about to correct it. |
have found three ways that missionar-
ies are trying to deal with this situation:
(1) By teaching the Word and setting
a personal example, male missionaries are
able to challenge new male converts.
(2) Missionary wives give personal atten-
tion and ministry to the women of the
male converts. (3) Missionary teams
deliberately focus on strategies to
reach Muslim women.

It is apparent that Muslim
women will not automatically become
believers even if their husbands or
fathers do. We can’t go about our church
planting efforts with our heads in the
sand—a mentality which hopes that the
new male converts will do all the hard
work for us and eventually bring in the
women. Our ministries t& Muslims
must be undergirded with wisdom, under-
standing and knowledge (Proverbs
24:3). I have found that the Church Plant-
ing Phase program developed by
Frontiers, a mission agency focused
exclusively on planting churches
among Muslims, can guide missionaries
into the wisdom that is needed to fill
new churches with those rare and beauti-
ful treasures of Muslim women.

Six or seven steps or phases in the
church planting program are identi-
fied in the Church Planting Phase List
(Frontlines: 1996). These steps take a
team of church planters from the initial
steps of ministry all the way to repro-
ducing themselves and then exiting the
field. It allows the mission organiza-
tion to identify where missionaries are in
the church planting process (acting as
a measuring stick), and helps missionaries
envision the next steps they need to
take (acting as a guidebook). I have taken
each phase and illustrated from per-
sonal examples and from the ministries of
other missionaries, the attitudes,
activities and strategic thinking which

will help missionaries minister to Muslim
women. These activities should be
complementary to other ministries. My
suggestions are intended to help

women minister alongside their male col-
leagues in establishing churches

where both Muslim men and women are
brought into the church.

Launching the Team

In this first phase, the most
important activity to undertake and atti-
tude to have is to pray for compassion
Jor Muslim women. Muslim women can
appear to be inaccessible, tucked
away behind veils and harems. Fears of
reaching them can be dispelled by
compassion when we understand the hurts
that Isiam has inflicted on them:
polygamy, easy divorce, inferiority of
women, female genital mutilation,
forced veiling (in areas ruted by funda-
mentalists), imprisonment and
divorce for being raped, and even honor
killings.

Jeremiah, the weeping prophet, com-
pellingly draws us to this compassion
when he says, “My eyes will flow unceas-
ingly, without relief, until the Lord
looks down from heaven and sees. What I
see is grief to my soul because of all
the women of my city” (Lamentations
3:49-51).

Preparing to Sow

A missionary woman works hard
during this phase, balancing family and
team demands while trying to make a
home in her new culture. Her long list of
activities can overwhelm her as she
tries to survive, understand and to be
understood. However, for women
who work among Muslims there is an
even more crucial dimension to pre-
paring to sow, a dimension which if not
cultivated will over time undermine
any ministry she might have. In this phase
it is important for missionary women
to act as honorable women, ones in whom
Muslim families and especially the
men can trust. The ways women conform
to what the society says is honorable
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and right will be keys to the effectiveness
and longevity of their ministries with
Muslim women. There are several ways to
communicate and develop trustworth-
iness, but the most immediate is in the
area of dress, public behavior and
modesty around men. Too often our cultu-
ral traditions, and sometimes even our
supposed freedom in Christ, make us
insensitive to clear biblical teaching

about modesty (1 Peter 3:3-4; 1 Timothy
2:9-10). We equate the Muslim

woman’s veil and dress, which covers
almost all of her body, as Islamic and
therefore something Christians should
avoid. Unfortunately, our lack of

respect and appreciation for Islamic cul-
ture sends a message: not one of free-
dom in Christ but freedom in sexuality.

An acquaintance related an expe-
rience about inviting a Muslim woman to
her home, not realizing that she
would bring her husband. The woman
acted cold all evening, not even
attempting to make eye-contact or conver-
sation. Puzzled, the American woman
tried to guess why there was such a shift
in her friend’s attitude. Eventually it
hit her: she had been wearing jeans, and
had not changed into something more
modest when the husband walked into her
home. Her Muslim friend never
returned.

When I was a new missionary in
Asia, I wanted to treat my friends to trips
into town to window-shop and eat
together, a very normal thing that women
in America love to do. The Muslim
wives finally found the courage to tell me
that their husbands were upset. Hon-
orable women did not go out during the
day when they should be doing
housework or taking care of children. The
husbands were suspicious of my
intentions, believing that I was distracting
their wives into frivolous and loose
behavior.

Sowing
An often used statement by mission-
aries among Muslims is that Muslim




women don’t want to talk about God. How
then, they question, can we evangelize
people who have no spiritual hunger? A
male colleague told me how sorry he
was that the job of evangelizing Muslim
women was so much more difficult
than evangelizing Muslim men who love
to debate about God and religion. My
reply was that although men might enjoy
talking about God, women enjoy talk-
ing about life. There is almost nothing a
woman does not want to talk about,
and this rapidly increases opportunities to
minister to her and bring God into her
every day situation. It is to our advantage
that women want to talk about life
because the Bible has so much to say
about this. In this third phase our job
is to bring God into a Muslim woman’s
every day life situations.

In bringing God into the life of a Mus-
lim woman, missionary women have
found numerous creative ways to share the
gospel: through counseling, through
classes where skills are taught, through
shared activities and community
involvements, through ministries of
mercy, and through praying out loud
and in their presence for and with Muslim
women. As urbanization increases,
and with it the anonymity and indepen-
dence of Muslim women from tradi-
tional family values, so will our opportuni-
ties of ministry increase. These
ministries may look very modern as we
shelter abused women, counsel fami-
lies in crisis (especially in the areas of
children drug abuse and sexual pro-
miscuity), give career guidance, and help
women struggle with the stresses of
balancing job and family demands (Hitch-
ing: 1996).

Our ministries will be effective to the
degree that through our communica-
tion of bringing God into their individual -
worlds, we shape their perception of
reality. We may not be able to change the
fact that their husbands might marry
younger wives, but we can show them
how God loves them and how he
views marriage.

Fran Love

A unique approach to bringing God
into the every day conversations of
Muslim women was given to me by a mis-
sionary in Morocco. After befriending
several neighborhood women, this mis-
sionary was asked what she thought
about a certain topic. Wisely, (from a cul-
tural perspective) she replied, “I am
Jjust a woman. What I think is not impor-
tant. But I know what my Prophet
says about this.” She paused. Intrigued,
the women asked her to tell them what

_her Prophet had to say. After several other

incidences like this, the women began

to ask her what her Prophet had to say
about very personal issues affecting

all women (such as divorce, marriage rela-
tionships and so on).

Discipling and Beginning the Church

By this phase we mean discipling
individual believers and then gathering
them into fellowship groups. This is
probably the most crucial phase for ensur-
ing that discipleship groups become
churches and that Muslim women become
part of those churches. Time and again
the stories are similar: fellowship groups
struggling to stay alive because they
are made up mostly of single men. No
wonder many prayer requests from the
field ask for the conversion of women so
that the male believers can have Chris-
tian wives. Christian marriages bring sta-
bility to the churches and make possi-
ble entire families coming to Christ,
changing emerging and incomplete
fellowship groups into established and
complete churches.

In this phase missionaries need to
Jorm an ecclesiology which reflects
the cultural realities of male-female inter-
action, a biblical exegesis of ministry
roles women can have in the churches,
and practical theology of ministries to
women. | am concerned that although we
say this is the most critical phase to
the establishing of the church, we have
done very little strategic thinking
about how women fit into all of this. Our
Western ecclesiology of males only as
elders and pastors might be inadequate in
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cultures where women and men don’t mix
in religious gatherings.

The problems of having Muslim men
and women mix in Christian groups
was brought home to me when a worker
in Sri Lanka asked me what to do
about the older women who refused to be
in the same room with men. Or Mus-
lim women who refused to become Chris-
tians because they heard that they
would have to be baptized by men. Or
women who were uncomfortable
mixing with men and having evening
meetings, and who asked to meet
with women only during a noon hour.

Because of these problems it
seems best to look at the church planting
process as a continuum from the
emerging church to the established
church, and to allow an all women’s
group to be a on that continuum. These
women’s groups would be nurtured
and developed just like any church, with
care given to allow the group to
assimilate naturally into the larger body
of men and women.

In exegeting biblical passages, we
need to pay close attention to the
lives of women in the Bible, to see what
kinds of ministries women had in
Israel’s religious system and later on
Paul’s church planting ministry in the
early churches. Frequently, the cultural
views of women during biblical times
is strikingly similar to what we see in
Islamic cultures today. If the women
back then could do what they did, we
should expect no less for Muslim
women converts today. As missionaries
we need to be praying for Lydias,
Priscillas, Phoebes, Juniases, Eunices,
Loises, Dorcases and others like them
(Acts 16, 18; Romans 16; 2 Timothy 1;
Acts 9). To the measure we believe
we can have women like these in our
churches is the measure by which we
will receive these women into our
churches today.

A practical theology of ministries to

Muslim women must also be devel-
oped as a result of addressing their felt
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needs. This covers more than just applying
the Bible to their needs. It means

creating a church system, and ministries
within that system, which will make
Muslim women feel safe and comfortable
in which they can grow in their gifts

and in their walk with the Lord. This envi-
ronment is best facilitated in house
churches. Although the norm in most Mus-
lim contexts will be house churches,

sadly to say, many missionaries go out to
the field with little or no experience in
planting house churches. They end up
reproducing, or trying to reproduce,

the ministries of a traditional church struc-
ture, thereby inadvertently losing

many opportunities given them by the
house church model for the more

rapid and deeper spiritual growth espe-
cially for Muslim women.

There are numerous advantages for
women through the house church
structure, several of which are: (1) House
churches will usually form around
family networks and so are places where
women can most comfortable. This is
their domain, and where they feel safe
with people they know. (2) House
churches depend less on one teacher and
more on participatory discussion. In
this atmosphere, women are encouraged to
ask questions and to share insights. (3)
House churches focus less on having
church services and more on the trans-
formational ministries of changing lives.
In this context, a Muslim woman can
ask for and receive help in any area of her
life, knowing too that her husband and
children or other family members will be
receiving the same attention and help.

But perhaps the single most important
advantage 1s the natural environment a
house church gives for women to develop
their gifts and leadership, ingredients
necessary to the reprZ)duction of church.

One practical method we used to
develop women in their gifts and leader-
ship was through a children’s minis-
try. Children will naturally become a part
of house churches. The women, espe-
cially the mothers, assumed responsibility

for the spiritual education of the children.
Children did not intimidate them, and
their natural love for the children com-
pelled them into ministry. The women
learned how to pray, teach Bible stories,
and memorize Scripture along with

the children. I believe that having a chil-
dren’s ministry is an important part of
discipling Muslim women believers.

Training Leaders and Exiting

This phase includes completing the
church by training and appointing of
leaders. Developing them and then releas-
ing them into leadership. Many mis-
sionaries would say that the completion of
the church occurs when male elders
are appointed. But as I have tried to point
out in this article, male eldership
(while certainly important) is not the only
leadership criteria for a self-sustaining
and growing church among Muslims.
Titus 2:3-5, where the older women
are training the younger women, must
also be in place. How their leadership
responsibilities are defined—as elders, pas-
tors, senior shepherds, overseers—will
be shaped by the theological convictions
of the missionaries. My plea is for
missionaries to go beyond titles and
offices and to open up the concept of
church leadership to what will be best for
Muslim women. Women leading
womer, in cooperation and partnership
with men, is what will be best for
them.

When the pastor of the church we
planted in Indonesia was ordained, his
wife was ordained with him. It was
clear from the beginning that they were a
team, and that she was being commis-
sioned into the ministry along with her
husband. Several years earlier, as they
were contemplating going into the minis-
try, they looked closely at the Priscilla
and Aquila model in the New Testament.
They believed this was the model they
wanted to follow. When the wife gave
birth to her second son during this
time, she and her husband named him
Aquila, signifying their teamwork in
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the leadership of the church.

In summary, I have discussed the
problem of why Muslim women aren't
becoming part of emerging churches,
and have given suggestions for the atti-
tudes and activities missionaries
should take in each of the seven phases of
church planting among Muslims.

These suggestions include: praying for
compassion for Muslim women;

building trust by acting as honorable
women,; bringing God into the every-

day life of a Muslim woman; developing
a relevant and helpful ecclesiology,
practical theology of ministry and biblical
models for discipleship; and develop-

ing and appointing women leaders.
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