
The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016
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Indeed, the Muslim men and Muslim women, the believing men and believing women, the 

obedient men and obedient women, the truthful men and truthful women, the patient men and 

patient women, the humble men and humble women, the charitable men and charitable women, 

the fasting men and fasting women, the men who guard their private parts and the women who 

do so, and the men who remember Allah often and the women who do so - for them Allah has 

prepared forgiveness and a great reward.

The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016



Compiled and written by Shaukat Warraich, 
Ruqaiyya Waris Maqsood, Sophie Gilliat-Ray, 
Razia Bismillah, Safia Shahid, Batool al-Toma 
and Julie Siddiqi.

Published by Faith Associates 
Communication House 
26 York Street
London 
W1U 6PZ

Telephone: +44 (0) 845 273 3903
Email: info@faithassociates.co.uk 
Web: www.faithassociates.co.uk

Company limited by guarantee
Registered office: 26 York Street, London, 
W1U 6PZ
Registered in England and Wales number 
05979364

First edition published in 2016
Copyright © Faith Associates, 2016

Unless for educational purpose or otherwise indicated no part of this publication 
may be stored in a retrievable system or reproduced in any form whatsoever 

without the prior written permission from Faith Associates. 

The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

EMPOWERING
COMMUNITIES

03



Contents

Women in the Mosque – the evidence 
from Qur’an and hadiths
Ruqaiyya Waris Maqsood

The Mosque – its structure, 
management and governance 
Shaukat Warraich

Muslim Women in Chaplaincy 
Professor Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

The Need for Counselling Services in 
Mosques 
Razia Bismillah

Bereavement Counselling
Razia Bismillah

Reviving female scholarship in Islam 
Shaykha Safia Shahid

Caring for Converts – the New Muslim 
Project
Batool al-Toma

Muslim women hosting school visits and 
interfaith initiatives 
Julie Siddiqi

Staff recruitment and human resource 
management 
Shaukat Warraich

Biographies

1 6

7

8

9

10

2

3

4

5

The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016
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Bismillah-ir Rahman-ir Raheem (In the name of Allah, the most Gracious, the most Merciful). 

�ve thousand people and praying daily in
congregation.

               Today, there are many barriers to the 
issue of women’s roles in Islamic institutions, 
issues which did not exist in the time of the 
Prophet Muhammed (SAW). This guide has been 
published to encourage those women who are 
already engaged in or aspiring to engage with 
Mosques and Islamic Centres and to help them 
overcome these barriers; whether to become 
part of the management committee, deliver 
services as a member of sta� or volunteer.

              The key to developing a robust 
organisation is to invest in your team, have 
excellent communication at all levels of 
management and listen to the feedback you 
receive from all stakeholders, re�ect on this and 
if the feedback resonates, have a plan to 
implement some of this into your work plan of 
your peers that enables the institution to 
continue to progress. I now work alongside 
many local organisations to deliver services not 
just for worshippers but for the wider 
community, both Muslim and non Muslim. 

               The Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre is 
built on the Madinic model. In sister Ruqaiyyah’s 
chapter, she discusses how men, women and 
children were all welcomed in the mosque as 

members of the community. At the Muslim 
Cultural Heritage Centre, we have always looked 
to emulate this model.  As mentioned 
previously, we know that there are many 
barriers for women to become formally 
recognised or involved in mosque management 
but it has been done and can be done and I am 
a prime example of this.  

               Some of the advice that I have given 
myself over the years is making the intention to 
succeed. In all my roles I have never stopped 
learning and learnt not be afraid to take action 
when required. One of the most important 
characteristics to succeed is perseverance.

Western society has only recently 
recognised the signi�cant roles women bring in 
leadership. Islam understood this from its 
inception but this has been lost over time and it 
is now time to reclaim this knowledge.In the 
meantime, women will still have to work twice 
as hard to reach the top because of the various 
types of discrimination they face. 

              A piece of advice that was given to me 
by one of my teachers, Shaykh Yawar Baig, that 
resonated and stuck with me ever since was 
that in any role you undertake, “be the best you 
can be”. - if you do that it makes a huge impact 
around you.

             I feel it is also important to challenge 
those people who forget that behind all great 
women are sometimes an army of men who 

make that possible, from the father who 
encourages his daughter to reach for the stars, 
or the husband who is strong enough not to 
need the limelight for himself, or the countless 
brothers who believe in you and your work. 

               Our Mosques and Islamic centers are 
places that should be central to delivering a 
range of services that are needed in the 
community. At the Muslim Cultural Heritage 
Centre, we deliver all the services that are 
discussed in this guide and because of this, our 
Mosque and cultural centre has become a place 
where people genuinely bene�t spiritually, 
physically, mentally and emotionally. 

This journey to where I am today has not 
been easy. I have faced many obstacles and 
challenges and will continue to do so as it goes 
with the territory. When it gets tough I 
remember Shaykh Yawar’s words, ‘the work you 
do is not a sacri�ce, but an investment in your 
Akhirah”.  Creating change is not easy, but when 
it happens it is the most satisfying thing in the 
world.

              I encourage you all to get involved in 
Mosques and Islamic institutions that are open 
to you. Don’t waste your time and energy on 
those who do not.
              Be strong and take some risks whatever 
role you take on your rewards may be in�nite 
with Allah’s blessings.

Saleha Islam
Director - Muslim Cultural  Heritage Centre, 

Al Manar Masjid

               It is a real privilege to be asked to write 
this foreword. I have been a founding trustee of 
the Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre, Al Manaar 
Masjid situated in the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea from 1996 to 2012. In 
that time, I have taken on various roles within 
the board and in 2014 I was appointed Director 
and became the �rst woman in Europe to lead a 
thriving, established Islamic institution.

               In thirty years of working in professional 
roles and national organisations, I have been 
blessed to work in the most special of all places, 
the Mosque. This unique opportunity has 
allowed me to be part of many experiences 
such as delivering Ramadan services for up to 
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community. At the Muslim Cultural Heritage 
Centre, we deliver all the services that are 
discussed in this guide and because of this, our 
Mosque and cultural centre has become a place 
where people genuinely bene�t spiritually, 
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Introduction to the Women’s Guide
By Shaukat Warraich

"As to those who have rejected, and would keep back (people) from the Way of Allah, 

and from the Sacred Mosque, which We have made (open) for all people ("An-Nas" - 

men and women) - equal is the dweller there and the visitor. Any whose purpose 

therein is profanity or wrong-doing - We make them taste a painful punishment".

(Qur'an 22:25)

The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016
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bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddiqi, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 



The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

Women in the Mosque– the evidence from Qur’an 
and Hadith

‘I will not suffer the work of any of you to be lost, whether male or female, the one of 

you being from the other.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 195).

Foundations 

In the early Mosque in Medina, men, women 

and children were all welcome to the Mosque 

as members of the community. From the time 

the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) entered 

Medina as ruler, until his death, the Prophet 

(pbuh) never prevented women from entering 

the Mosque. 

          In Medina, the Muslims found it easier to 

implement the prophetic teaching instructing 

them that it was better for the believer to pray 

as many of the compulsory five prayers (salah) 

together in the congregation i.e: the Mosque. 

Although a believer could commune with God 

anywhere, the Muslims in Medina, after 

having found refuge with the Ansar 

implemented congregational prayer publically. 

The Prophet’s Mosque

The Prophet Muhammad’s (pbuh) Mosque in 

Medina was the fount and inspiration of the 

Muslim world. When the Prophet (pbuh) had 

entered Medina as a ruler, he had crossed two 

hundred miles of desert terrain from Makkah 

without capture. Unlike the hostile grandees 

of Mecca, the people of Medina poured out to 

welcome him, begging him to dismount and 

stay in their homes. However, the 

stopping-place was at Allah’s behest. 

The prophet’s camel Qaswah continued to be 

guided, passing by the houses of the wealthy 

converts (notably As’ad ibn Zurarah, and his 

aunt Afra), and stopping beside a date-drying 

ground adjacent to the area Asad had already 

been using as his place of prayer (in his aunt’s 

property). The camel knelt by the mirbad 

(drying-shed), but seemed restless. She got up 

again and moved off, but then came back, 

shook herself and settled at a designated 

piece of land. The prophet then said, ‘This is 

the place Allah desires to be my dwelling.’

Without hesitation Sahl and Suhayl 

offered the land to the Prophet (pbuh), but the 

Prophet (pbuh) refused to accept it as a gift, 

and negotiated a price. Then, Afra'sneighbor 

Abu Ayyub, the first man who had taken the 

pledge at the ‘second aqabah’, promptly 

stepped forward, and pointed to his property, 

offering it as a dwelling for the Prophet to 

stay.  ‘O Messenger,’ he said, ‘this is my house 

and that is my door.’ the Prophet (pbuh) 

replied, ‘Then go and prepare for me to stay. 

’Abu Ayyub picked up the Prophet’s baggage 

and carried it in and As’ad seized hold of 

Qaswah’s reigns and led her to his home. If he 

could not have the Prophet (pbuh) as his 

guest, at least he could have his camel. 

          A troop of girls started beating drums and 

singing their welcome: ‘We are the girls of the 

BanuNajjar – how wonderful if Muhammad 

were to be our neighbour!' The Prophet 

(pbuh) heard them and came out. ‘Do you have 

love for me?’ he asked. ‘Oh yes, Messenger of 

God!’ they replied. ‘And by Allah,’ said he, ‘I 

love you all. By Allah, I love you all!1’  He led 

his first prayer in Medina, by the shed in 

Asad’s praying-place, with an assembly behind 

him of some hundred people who were 

Muslims already. 

In the early community, women played an 

active role in the Mosque and would attend 

prayers regularly. They would even gather at 

the Mosque alongside the Prophet’s little row 

of huts and wait for him to come out to them if 

they needed advice and counsel. 

The early Mosque was inhabited and used 

by both men and women. In the Qur’an it tell 

us, ‘Oh you (i.e. all of you!) who believe, when 

the call to prayer is sounded on Friday, hasten to 

the remembrance of Allah and leave off your 

business. This is better for you, if you know.’

(Surah 62, verse 9).  Despite this command 

being addressed to all believers, some 

Muslims today believe that women should not 

enter the Mosque to pray, let alone play a part 

in governing the Mosque. 

Ruqaiyyah Waris Maqsood

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

Foundations 
 

In the early Mosque in Medina, men, women 

and children were all welcome to the Mosque 

as members of the community. From the time 

the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) entered 

Medina as ruler, until his death, the Prophet 

(pbuh) never prevented women from entering 

the Mosque. 

          In Medina, the Muslims found it easier to 

implement the prophetic teaching instructing 

them that it was better for the believer to pray 

as many of the compulsory five prayers (salah) 

together in the congregation i.e: the Mosque. 

Although a believer could commune with God 

anywhere, the Muslims in Medina, after 

having found refuge with the Ansar 

implemented congregational prayer publically. 

The Prophet’s Mosque
 

The Prophet Muhammad’s (pbuh) Mosque in 

Medina was the fount and inspiration of the 

Muslim world. When the Prophet (pbuh) had 

entered Medina as a ruler, he had crossed two 

hundred miles of desert terrain from Makkah 

without capture. Unlike the hostile grandees 

of Mecca, the people of Medina poured out to 

welcome him, begging him to dismount and 

stay in their homes. However, the 

stopping-place was at Allah’s behest. 

The prophet’s camel Qaswah continued to be 

guided, passing by the houses of the wealthy 

converts (notably As’ad ibn Zurarah, and his 

aunt Afra), and stopping beside a date-drying 

ground adjacent to the area Asad had already 

been using as his place of prayer (in his aunt’s 

property). The camel knelt by the mirbad 

(drying-shed), but seemed restless. She got up 

again and moved off, but then came back, 

shook herself and settled at a designated 

piece of land. The prophet then said, ‘This is 

the place Allah desires to be my dwelling.’

          Without hesitation Sahl and Suhayl 

offered the land to the Prophet (pbuh), but the 

Prophet (pbuh) refused to accept it as a gift, 

and negotiated a price. Then, Afra'sneighbor 

Abu Ayyub, the first man who had taken the 

pledge at the ‘second aqabah’, promptly 

stepped forward, and pointed to his property, 

offering it as a dwelling for the Prophet to 

stay.  ‘O Messenger,’ he said, ‘this is my house 

and that is my door.’ the Prophet (pbuh) 

replied, ‘Then go and prepare for me to stay. 

’Abu Ayyub picked up the Prophet’s baggage 

and carried it in and As’ad seized hold of 

Qaswah’s reigns and led her to his home. If he 

could not have the Prophet (pbuh) as his 

guest, at least he could have his camel. 

          A troop of girls started beating drums and 

singing their welcome: ‘We are the girls of the 

BanuNajjar – how wonderful if Muhammad 

were to be our neighbour!' The Prophet 

(pbuh) heard them and came out. ‘Do you have 

love for me?’ he asked. ‘Oh yes, Messenger of 

God!’ they replied. ‘And by Allah,’ said he, ‘I 

love you all. By Allah, I love you all!1’  He led 

his first prayer in Medina, by the shed in 

Asad’s praying-place, with an assembly behind 

him of some hundred people who were 

Muslims already. 

In the early community, women played an 

active role in the Mosque and would attend 

prayers regularly. They would even gather at 

the Mosque alongside the Prophet’s little row 

of huts and wait for him to come out to them if 

they needed advice and counsel. 

          The early Mosque was inhabited and used 

by both men and women. In the Qur’an it tell 

us, ‘Oh you (i.e. all of you!) who believe, when 

the call to prayer is sounded on Friday, hasten to 

the remembrance of Allah and leave off your 

business. This is better for you, if you know.’ 

(Surah 62, verse 9).  Despite this command 

being addressed to all believers, some 

Muslims today believe that women should not 

enter the Mosque to pray, let alone play a part 

in governing the Mosque. 

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 



The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

The current condition of women in the Mosque
 

There is no need here to outline all the various shortcomings, difficulties and discouragements 

that await vast numbers of female Muslims in many Mosques. However, it is important to outline 

the reasons male congregations use to prevent women from entering the Mosque. 

6

They supposedly distract the pure male Muslim from his worship, because he cannot 

help thinking about women in a sexual manner if they are present.

They don’t know how to behave – they might wear highly inappropriate perfume and 

makeup, and indulge in chatter and socialising during the khutbahs.

4 They bring children who run about all over the place and make noise.

5 They rush off afterwards without clearing up any mess they make.

During Eid prayers women often get things wrong despite the Imam giving instructions, 

because they probably weren’t listening or concentrating, 

7 The place of the woman is in the home, where her prayer is more superior. 
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They might attend while menstruating and so pollute the pure space.2

There are a number of factors, which may have contributed to why Muslim women currently don’t 

play a role in our Mosques. In earlier generations there were perceptions that if women could not 

see the leader or follow what the men were doing, then they were more likely to make mistakes 

and not follow the congregation in prayer. 

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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The Muslim Women, Mosque Governance, 

Management and Service DeliveryGuide is 

designed as a resource for Muslim women to 

enable them to fully engage with and 

spiritually, emotionally and practically serve 

their communities within the sphere of the 

Mosque. The guide offers advice to women 

who feel that they want a greater role in how 

the Mosque is organised, governed and 

structured. Through a series of contributions 

by leading Muslim women in their respective 

fields, the guide gives women the practical and 

theoretical tools to become beacons of 

effective support and service delivery. The 

contributions cover a vast array of topics, 

from the roles of early Muslim women in the 

Mosque, to specific vocational avenues, such 

as chaplaincy, counselling and interfaith. 

In the Islamic tradition the Mosque is used as 

a place for worship, where devotional prayers 

and other activities are offered, and is also 

considered the central hub of the community. 

In recent times the role of women in the 

Muslim community, particularly in relation to 

the Mosque, has come under greater scrutiny. 

Women are excelling in every other domain, 

by taking up professional careers, without 

being given the knowledge and avenues to 

better serve their local communities and 

institutions, in particular the Mosque. 

It is not considered fard(obligatory) for 

women to go to the Mosque, like men, 

however, men don’t have the right to deny 

women access to the Mosque. Women should 

be given the opportunity to access the 

spiritual blessings found in collective worship 

in the Mosque like men. Ruqaiyya Waris 

Maqsood, in chapter one, ‘Women in the 

Mosque– the Evidence from Qur’an and 

Hadith’ argues that women played important 

and dynamic roles in the early Muslim 

community. She presents the early Mosque as 

an egalitarian social sphere where women’s 

rights to access the prayer space and have a 

voice in it were both respected and 

encouraged. Her piece also challenges some 

of the assumptions behind often-quoted 

hadith literature, which support the narrow 

aims of those who seek to marginalise women 

from the Mosque. She also highlights the 

voices of women who were able to negotiate 

their views and opinions with the Prophet 

(pbuh), and how this was not only tolerated, 

but also encouraged. 

Chapter two, ‘The Mosque – its Structure, 

Management and Governance’, gives women 

practical guidelines of how a Mosque is 

structured and managed. Before women can 

get involved in Mosque governance it is 

important to elucidate the organisation 

structures that have an affect on service 

delivery. The chapter looks at the importance 

of setting vision, aims and objectives before 

setting up an institution; details different 

types of organisational structures; explains 

different types of charity structures and 

discusses the important role the management 

committee of a Mosque and Madrassah plays 

in how a Mosque is governed,in particular: 

who should be on a management committee 

and how they manage power structures. 

This guide not only aims to empower women 

with the tools to lead in Mosque settings, but 

also seeks to set out new pathways that 

Mosque’s can take to serve their communities. 

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. 

In this breadth, chapter three, ‘Muslim 

Women in Chaplaincy’ Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

tracks the historical trajectory of chaplaincy in 

Britain and the recent surge of Muslim 

chaplains working in prisons and hospitals. 

She gives practical advice for Muslim women 

to enter chaplaincy and the importance of 

having more females in this profession. This 

chapter gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are interested in 

entering this vocation and how the Mosque 

could benefit from having a chaplaincy 

service. 

In a similar vein, the following two chapters by 

Razia Bismillah, ‘The Need for Counselling 

Services in Mosques’ and ‘Women’s roles in 

Bereavement Counselling’, show the need for 

more Muslim female counsellors to serve the 

Muslim community. Razia argues that the 

Mosque should act as a centre where 

counselling services are provided. She also 

presents a number of reasons to suggest why 

Muslims are not turning to mainstream 

counselling services and subsequently are not 

being treated. She also demonstrates the 

particular need for more Muslim female 

practitioners in this field. In her chapter on 

bereavement she further discusses the Islamic 

understanding of death and how to spot signs 

if someone is in need of counselling if they’ve 

suffered a loss and how this service should be 

run from the Mosque. 

In Chapter 6, ‘Reviving Female Scholarship in 

Islam’, Shaykha Safia Shahid sets the historical 

precedent for female scholarship in Islam as a 

long-standing feature of the faith tradition. 

She also gives practical advice and guidance 

for Muslim women who are aspiring to 

become teachers and scholars to venture in 

this field of learning and serve their 

communities. Safia Shahid combines her 

knowledge as a scholar and community leader 

to give readers a practical insight into how to 

use knowledge for the betterment of others 

and society. 

The next two chapters focus on serving the 

wider community and look at how the Mosque 

can act as an outreach organisation for the 

community. In Batool al-Toma’s chapter on 

‘Caring for converts’ she shows the 

importance of welcoming converts from the 

local community who may feel ostracised from 

their families, but may not feel fully 

comfortable in the cultural and social sphere 

of the Mosque. She gives practical guidelines 

of how to run a ‘New Muslim Project’ in any 

community.

In the following chapter, ‘Muslim women 

hosting school visits and interfaith initiatives’ 

Julie Siddique, currently elected Chair of her 

local SACRE (Standing Advisory Council for 

Religious Education), discusses how women 

can play leading roles in open day and 

interfaith events, including school visits. In her 

chapter she examines how Mosques have 

been doing outreach work for several years, as 

part of local interfaith initiatives or part of 

school Religious Education syllabuses. She 

gives a step-by-step guide on how to manage 

and organise a school visit so that women can 

host schools and visitors in the Mosque, from 

advice on how to develop a good team to 

advice on school liaison and risk assessments 

and building relationships with local schools. 

The guide ends with a chapter on ‘Staff 

Recruitment and Human Resource 

Management’, which gives practical insight 

and advice about staff recruitment, 

particularly volunteer management. The 

chapter instructs how to devise a staff 

recruitment policy to enforcing confidentiality 

and handling grievance procedures. The 

chapter looks at the day-to-day management 

issues Mosques and Madrassah management 

committees deal with.

This toolkit is a complimentary addition to the 

Mosque and Islamic Centre Management 

Guide written by Shaukat Warraich and 

Kaashif Feroze in 2007. 

To conclude, by encouraging women’s 

practical participation and excellent service 

leadership delivery, the Mosque can be a 

transformative space. Providing service 

(khidma) for the sake of Allah is an important 

part of the Islamic faith. By Having women 

play an active role in the services delivered by 

the Mosque will help make the Mosque a 

living, breathing, sustainable institution for 

the community. 

Shaukat Warraich

CEO Faith Associates

March 2016

          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

The women shared the main Mosque 
space, including:

Its running, care and upkeep, 

Its organisation, including education and 
public debate. 
 

They also: 
Engaged fully in charitable works

Were able to comment on and influence 
decisions affecting their lives and the life 
of the community. 

Unfortunately, the treatment of women in our 

Mosques today is not in line with the spirit of 

the Qur’an and prophetic tradition. Today in 

the UK men’s Mosque-spaces are often well 

designed, aesthetically pleasing, spacious, 

serene, and free of infants. In many Mosques 

men are able to enjoy a spiritual atmosphere 

and are treated with respect and welcome, 

whilst many Muslim women struggle to access 

spirituality. One of the key reasons why 

women are less centred in the Mosques is 

precisely because they are physically and 

intellectually separated from the area where 

the prayers are being led and the khutbah is 

being delivered. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

When women are cut off, they miss the real 

impact of the khutbah, even if some sort of 

screen link is arranged. 

They cannot see the khatib, or hear him 
properly, 

They may not even understand if they do 
not speak the language, 

They do not get the 'feel' of his audience, 
and cannot directly ask him a question 
following the lecture. 

The spiritual impact is virtually 
non-existent, and the chatter of distracted 
and disconnected women exacerbates the 
problem for those who are trying to listen. 

There are some female worshippers who 

prefer the privacy of a barrier, however not all 

women want to be separated, so provision 

should be given on having both. Some sisters 

may want more privacy, but this should not 

over-rule the needs of sisters who need 

greater interaction in general, to feel that they 

are a part of the main prayer congregation.

Evidence from hadith literature 
showing women in one prayer hall

In the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque, women 

simply prayed behind the men and were not 

separated in a different room or even 

concealed behind a curtain or partition as is 

practiced in so many Mosques today. Many 

hadiths indicate this. For example, Aisha's (ra) 

sister Asma recorded that the Prophet (pbuh) 

taught the women not to look around during 

the prayers, but follow the lead of the men in 

front. 'A woman who believes in God and in 

the Last Day should not raise her head until 

the men raise their heads, lest she should see 

the private parts of men.'6 

In a narration concerning the first Imam for 

the BanuJarm: when they asked the Prophet 

(pbuh) who should lead them in their prayers, 

he told them to elect the one who had the 

most learning of the Qur’an. They elected a 

seven-year-old boy, Salamah ibn Qays, who 

had been taught verses by passing 

camel-drivers. Despite his youth, he was made 

their leader, a position he held until he died. 

When he first led them, being only a boy clad 

in a simple garment, his private area became 

uncovered when he prostrated. One of the 

women cried out, ‘O men, cover the private 

area of our qari’. The boy was thus given a 

lovely shirt of cloth from Bahrain. He 

commented in later life that nothing ever 

made him more proud than receiving that 

garment. 7

          There are also other narrations, which 

show that men did notice details about the 

women at prayer. For example, Abdur Rabbih 

ibn Salman recorded that he saw Umm Darda 

lifting her hands parallel to her shoulders 

during prayer, and not to her ears like the 

men.8

 

          This shows that it was common practice 

for Muslim women and children to come to 

the Mosque for their prayers, although they 

had the concession of praying at home, if 

coming out was too much of a burden for 

them to cope with in view of their household 

commitments or physical problems. 

The Prophet (pbuh) never ruled that women 

had to pray in the Mosque – he encouraged 

some, depending on their needs and 

inclinations, to pray at home. In fact, he 

stressed the importance of every Muslim man 

saying at least some prayers in the home. 

‘Don’t turn your houses into graves!’ he told 

them – the point being that graves were 

places where prayers were forbidden.9

          In another narration, the Prophet (pbuh) 

said, ‘I have been watching your actions and I 

began to worry that you would feel you had to 

do this, and then it would become a burden for 

you. Offer your prayers in your houses, O 

people – the best of prayers, except the 

compulsory ones, are those offered in the 

house!’10  It is encouraged to bring the 

atmosphere of prayer, love and compassion 

into one’s home, and to remember that 

wherever prayers were said, or people were 

thinking about Allah, His presence would be 

with them. 

‘No people sit to remember Allah but that a caller 

from heaven calls out to them, arise, forgiven.’11

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

When women are cut off, they miss the real 

impact of the khutbah, even if some sort of 

screen link is arranged. 

They cannot see the khatib, or hear him 
properly, 

They may not even understand if they do 
not speak the language, 

They do not get the 'feel' of his audience, 
and cannot directly ask him a question 
following the lecture. 

The spiritual impact is virtually 
non-existent, and the chatter of distracted 
and disconnected women exacerbates the 
problem for those who are trying to listen. 

There are some female worshippers who 

prefer the privacy of a barrier, however not all 

women want to be separated, so provision 

should be given on having both. Some sisters 

may want more privacy, but this should not 

over-rule the needs of sisters who need 

greater interaction in general, to feel that they 

are a part of the main prayer congregation.

Evidence from hadith literature 
showing women in one prayer hall

In the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque, women 

simply prayed behind the men and were not 

separated in a different room or even 

concealed behind a curtain or partition as is 

practiced in so many Mosques today. Many 

hadiths indicate this. For example, Aisha's (ra) 

sister Asma recorded that the Prophet (pbuh) 

taught the women not to look around during 

the prayers, but follow the lead of the men in 

front. 'A woman who believes in God and in 

the Last Day should not raise her head until 

the men raise their heads, lest she should see 

the private parts of men.'6 

In a narration concerning the first Imam for 

the BanuJarm: when they asked the Prophet 

(pbuh) who should lead them in their prayers, 

he told them to elect the one who had the 

most learning of the Qur’an. They elected a 

seven-year-old boy, Salamah ibn Qays, who 

had been taught verses by passing 

camel-drivers. Despite his youth, he was made 

their leader, a position he held until he died. 

When he first led them, being only a boy clad 

in a simple garment, his private area became 

uncovered when he prostrated. One of the 

women cried out, ‘O men, cover the private 

area of our qari’. The boy was thus given a 

lovely shirt of cloth from Bahrain. He 

commented in later life that nothing ever 

made him more proud than receiving that 

garment. 7

          There are also other narrations, which 

show that men did notice details about the 

women at prayer. For example, Abdur Rabbih 

ibn Salman recorded that he saw Umm Darda 

lifting her hands parallel to her shoulders 

during prayer, and not to her ears like the 

men.8

 

          This shows that it was common practice 

for Muslim women and children to come to 

the Mosque for their prayers, although they 

had the concession of praying at home, if 

coming out was too much of a burden for 

them to cope with in view of their household 

commitments or physical problems. 

The Prophet (pbuh) never ruled that women 

had to pray in the Mosque – he encouraged 

some, depending on their needs and 

inclinations, to pray at home. In fact, he 

stressed the importance of every Muslim man 

saying at least some prayers in the home. 

‘Don’t turn your houses into graves!’ he told 

them – the point being that graves were 

places where prayers were forbidden.9

          In another narration, the Prophet (pbuh) 

said, ‘I have been watching your actions and I 

began to worry that you would feel you had to 

do this, and then it would become a burden for 

you. Offer your prayers in your houses, O 

people – the best of prayers, except the 

compulsory ones, are those offered in the 

house!’10  It is encouraged to bring the 

atmosphere of prayer, love and compassion 

into one’s home, and to remember that 

wherever prayers were said, or people were 

thinking about Allah, His presence would be 

with them. 

‘No people sit to remember Allah but that a caller 

from heaven calls out to them, arise, forgiven.’11

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.

28



          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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          The distance of women from the 

Mosque’s main activities may have also 

changed the attitudes and behaviours of 

women, causing Aisha (ra) to utter the 

following statement long after the Prophet’s 

passing, that  ‘if he had seen the way women 

behaved then, he would not have let them in 

to the Mosque.’2 However, the Prophet (pbuh) 

never did forbid women from coming and 

praying in the Mosque.

Women behind a sutrah

There are a number of theories, which may 

explain the gradual distancing of women from 

the main congregation space. In the early 

Mosque, which did not have formal walls, 

something called a sutrah was used to ‘protect’ 

the sacred space. However, early on men 

began to use this to marginalise women, thus 

distancing them and making them feel 

different from the men as worshippers. 

          They placed women behind a screen, veil, 

barrier, wall or balcony. However, this was not 

the original practice of the Prophet. The sutra 

was not there to cut men off from women, but 

to make a barrier between all the people 

praying inside the Mosque and the rest of the 

world. When the Prophet (pbuh) was not 

facing a mihrab or pillar that would create a 

barrier between him and the general public, 

he used to place his camel-stick in the ground 

in front of him; anyone that walked in front 

beyond that sutrah, would not disturb his 

prayer. 

Women in the early congregation 

In the early Mosque, the Prophet's practice 

was to pray with the womenfolk. He led both 

men and women without any walls or 

separation between them in prayer. There was 

no difference between them in religious 

obligation and spirituality. They were seen as 

one, since the very day that Jibril (as) taught 

the Prophet (pbuh) how to pray in the way 

most pleasing to Allah. 

          The Prophet (pbuh) upon receiving 

revelation immediately passed this teaching 

on to the first Muslim convert, his wife 

Khadijah (ra), in order that they could pray 

together. 3He never sought to shut her out or 

to go away from her to pray alone, but 

whenever he prayed in his home or wherever 

else Khadijah (ra) was, she prayed with him.

          He was also not ashamed to be seen 

praying in public with her. Sometimes they 

prayed together at the Ka’bah. On one famous 

occasion the Prophet’s uncle Abbas was 

sitting nearby with his friend Afif when they 

saw a man approach and stand upright in deep 

concentration, with his face raised towards 

the heavens. Then a boy joined him and stood 

on his right, and then a woman also joined 

them, and stood behind them. The man then 

bowed his head, and the boy and the woman 

did likewise. When he raised his head again, 

they did the same. Then the man went down in 

prostration with his forehead on the earth, 

and the boy and the woman did the same. Afif 

was very surprised, asked who they were, and 

Abbas told him it was his nephews, 

Muhammad and young Ali, and Muhammad’s 

wife, and that they had received orders to 

worship as they did from Allah Almighty, and 

there were no others on the face of the earth 

who practiced this religion except these three 

(Abbas presumably did not realise that his 

own wife had also already converted). Years 

later, after Afif had accepted Islam, he said 

that he bitterly regretted that he had not 

joined them and become the fourth.4 

The Prophet's sons died as infants, but he did 

not hesitate to bring his daughters to join in 

his public prayers. Fatimah (ra), as an 

unmarried teenager, was a very familiar figure 

to the early Muslims. Even though the 

Prophet (pbuh) was having a hard time in 

Makkah, being abused and vilified, Fatimah 

(ra) - full of courage and loyalty - made a point 

of walking beside him and praying with him in 

public. She was there on the occasion when a 

group of Quraysh brought the entrails of an 

animal sacrificed to the idols, and dropped it 

over his neck when he bowed down. Although 

he got covered in blood and excrement, the 

Prophet carried on and did nothing about it. 

The tormentors found this so amusing that 

they were falling on each other with laughter. 

However, Fatimah (ra), who had previously 

witnessed one of them trying to strangle her 

father, rushed to his side and picked the mess 

off him, angrily berating the Quraysh for their 

disgusting behaviour and cowardice.5  This 

behaviour was very upsetting and frightening, 

but her father calmly finished his prayer and 

told her not to worry, for Allah would protect 

him.

Furthermore, Allah (in direct answer to a 

specific question of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wife 

Umm Salamah (ra) unequivocally states in the 

Qu’ran that His rewards and forgiveness are 

for all who follow His path,

          “Verily, for all men and women who have 

surrendered themselves unto God, and all 

believing men and believing women, and all 

truly devout men and truly devout women, 

and all men and women who are true to their 

word, and all men and women who are patient 

in adversity, and all men and women who 

humble themselves [before God], and all men 

and women who give in charity, and all 

self-denying men and self-denying women, 

and all men and women who are mindful of 

their chastity, and all men and women who 

remember God unceasingly: for [all of] them 

has God readied forgiveness of sins and a 

mighty reward.”  (Surah 33, verse 35)

In fact, every verse of the Qur’an except those, 

which are deliberately gender-specific refer to 

both men and women, even when it just says 

‘man’. In Arabic, 'man' means ‘human beings’ 

not ‘males’. 

Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.

The Mosque – its structure, management and 
governance 

Shaukat Warraich 

‘Certainly a Mosque founded on piety from the very first day is more deserving that 

you should stand in it: in it are men who love that they should be purified.’ 

(Quran chapter 9: verse 108)

In order for Muslim women to effectively 

participate and play an important role in the 

running of the Mosque, they need to know 

how a Mosque is structured, managed and 

governed. 

The starting point – vision, aims 
and objectives 

A Masjid (Mosque) means a ‘place of 

prostration’. In practice, it means a house 

dedicated for divine service. First and 

foremost, the Mosque is a place of prayer. As 

Islam considers every action in the world as 

Ibadat, or worship, if done with the object of 

pleasing Allah, then everything good and 

lawful can be done within the Mosque. For 

this reason, there is no need to have a 

separate house for each area of Islamic work, 

and it is possible to have a Mosque that is 

In Islam, prayers can be offered anywhere on 

God’s earth. The Holy Prophet (pbuh) said: 

“The world, the whole of it, is a Mosque.” 

“Wherever you turn, there is the face of 

God.” (Quran chapter 2: verse 115.) 

Therefore as Allah’s (God’s) reach is 

everywhere, He can be remembered 

anywhere on the globe.

multi functional in all matters. However, to 

achieve this it is vital to have: a clear vision, 

good management and leadership, and 

supporting organisational structures. 
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.

The starting point for any organisation, 

community or faith group is to know where 

they are going, why they exist and for what 

purpose. The niyyah (intention/ purpose) in 

Islam trains a Muslim to have a clear vision 

and purpose in whatever he/she does. The 

Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) said: “Actions are 

but by intentions and every person will get 

that for which he intended.” (Hadith Bukhari). 

In organisational or Mosque terms the Niyyah 

encompasses the vision, aim and mission 

statement behind the organisation. Therefore 

the first step for any Mosque management 

and leadership committee is to begin by 

developing a vision, define the mission or aims 

and agree to a set of objectives. 

A vision statement is a ‘dream of the future’. It 

describes the end goal or destination the 

organisation wants to achieve. 

The aim or mission statement describes the 

main purpose of the organisation in achieving its 

vision. 

Here is an example of a mission statement: 

Mission statement of the Mosque of Central 

Jersey (MCJ)

“MCJ will actively promote the message of 

Islam to eliminate misunderstandings among 

non-Muslims and to invite them to learn about 

Islam, create an atmosphere whereby our 

youths and others are proud to declare their 

faith. We will provide the community with a 

forum for Islamic education. We will provide a 

means for the community to interact with 

each other socially and provide a path for 

them to fulfil their obligations as Muslims. The 

fundamental objective of the Society will be to 

seek Glory to Allah (SWT)”

Objectives are the things you are going to do 

to meet the aims. They need to be specific, 

measurable, achievable, relevant and time 

specific (SMART).
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Is it better for women to pray in 
the house?
 

The prophet (pbuh) said: ‘It is more excellent 

for a woman to pray in her house than in her 

courtyard, and more excellent for her to pray 

in her private chamber than in her house.’12  In 

recent times, men have used this hadith to try 

and prevent female worshippers from 

entering the Mosque. However, this 

statement came after a conversation with an 

elderly and arthritic lady - Umm Humayd – 

who expressed her regret to the Prophet 

(pbuh) that although she longed to come and 

pray behind him in the Mosque, as so many 

others did, she was not able to do so. The 

Prophet (pbuh) consoled her by telling her not 

to be concerned about it, and that it was 

better for her to pray in her own home – and 

even better to do it discreetly and privately, 

and not make a show of it. 

          If some try to insist that this hadith refers 

to all women and all prayers, then they should 

also be aware that taking that view would 

make the hadith gharib i.e. unusual, since it 

would contradict the Qur’an and the actual 

practice during the lifetime of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and the first four caliphs.  Not only did 

women go regularly to the Mosque, but also 

the Prophet (pbuh) stated clearly that even if 

a woman wanted to go to the Mosque at night, 

she should not be prohibited from doing so.13  

He encouraged them.  Husbands were told 

specifically: ‘When your womenfolk ask you 

for permission to attend the Mosque, do not 

prevent them.’14  The woman’s desire to pray 

there should over-rule the concern or will of 

the husband. It is well known that when 

Caliph Umar’s grandson Bilal tried to insist 

that women should not attend the Mosque, 

that it greatly angered his father Ibn Umar, 

who had just reported the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

specific permission for women to attend the 

night prayers.15 

Women and children used to attend the 

Mosque even at late hours. One hadith 

records an occasion when the Prophet (pbuh) 

was so late for an isha prayer that Umar called 

to him to come out for the women and 

children were falling asleep!16  Aisha (ra) 

pointed out that believing women, modestly 

dressed, also attended the fajr prayer at the 

Mosque, while it was so dark that no one was 

able to recognise them.17  On one occasion it 

was so early that they even went home in the 

dark.18 

The Prophet’s (pbuh) daughter Zaynab (ra) 

once dramatically interrupted the fajr prayer 

on behalf of her as-yet unconverted husband 

Abu’l As, who had been part of the enemy 

Safwan’s caravan when it was captured, and 

was taken prisoner. He managed to escape, 

and slipped into Medina under cover of 

darkness to search for Zaynab. She knew her 

duty was to hand him over, but she hesitated. 

She knew she could hardly keep his presence 

secret for long, so the next morning at 

daybreak, she interrupted the assembly as 

they lined up to pray, to disclose that Abu’l As 

was in her house, and that she had granted 

him protection. The prayer continued, but 

afterwards many Companions were outraged, 

and demanded his arrest. The Prophet (pbuh) 

calmed them down and announced that he 

agreed to what she desired.19

Women and Eid Prayers 

As for the Eid prayers, Umm Atiyyah recorded 

that: ‘We used to be ordered to come out on 

the Day of Eid, and to bring out even the virgin 

girls and menstruating women (or women of 

menstruating age) from their houses so that 

they might stand behind the men and say 

takbir along with them and invoke Allah along 

with them and hope for the blessings of that 

day and for purification from sins.’20 

Children in the Mosque

Some men dislike women coming to the 

Mosque, because they will bring young 

children who will disturb the prayer. However, 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the contrary was 

always very pleased when children were 

present. Of course, it is quite natural for 

mothers to have prime control of their 

children, especially if they are very small – but 

many hadiths show that in the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) Mosque children were not banished to 

a special female area. The fathers were 

expected to share responsibility for keeping 

an eye on them. Like many little boys, the 

Prophet’s (pbuh) grandsons Hasan (ra) and 

Husayn (ra) were very lively and full of 

mischief. He would bring them into the 

Mosque carrying one on each arm, and sit 

them nearby while he led the prayer. One day 

the people were all kneeling in sujud, with 

their heads on the earth, and were surprised 

by the length of time he remained like that. 

They wondered if he had been receiving a 

revelation, and asked him about it afterwards. 

‘Oh no,’ he told them, ‘one of my grandsons 

climbed on my back, and I did not like to make 

him get down.’ Once he was praying when 

they came and stood behind him, when he 

raised his head he tenderly put his arms round 

them, and when he resumed his prayer they 

resumed theirs. After he had finished, he sat 

one on his right knee and the other on his left. 

‘Whoever loves me should love these two,’ he 

said.21

Once the Prophet (pbuh) was in the middle of 

his khutbah when Hasan (ra) and Husayn (ra) 

came toddling in wearing red shirts. He left 

the pulpit to throw his arms round them and 

lift them up in his embrace, and carried them 

back to the pulpit with him, and sat them 

down next to him. ‘How true, what Allah said! 

‘Your children and your property will be a trial 

to you!’(Surah 64, verse 15), ‘he smiled. ‘I saw 

these two and I could not wait.’ Then he 

resumed his sermon.22  The Prophet (pbuh) 

once was praying when his grand-daughter 

Umamah bint Zaynab ran up to him, and he 

carried her in his arms as he was leading a 

congregational prayer, putting her down when 

he prostrated and picking her up again when 

he stood.23 

          Nowadays, children’s sections are often 

designed or situated in such a way that only 

mothers can control or discipline their little 

ones. Men are therefore absolved from their 

parental duties, and are free to concentrate 

on their prayers, which can inevitably lead to 

some women feeling spiritually frustrated, 

and feeling that their prayers must be of far 

less importance that that of the men. 

Sometimes in the Prophet’s (pbuh) Mosque 

even women who had babies to suckle would 

attend, and if the Prophet(pbuh) heard a small 

one getting into distress he would deliberately 

opt for a short (but complete) prayer for the 

mother’s sake. 24He said (pbuh) ‘I begin a 

prayer intending to make it long,’ he said, ‘then 

I hear a child crying, so I make it short, 

because I know of the mother’s concern when 

she hears the cry.’ This was not only proof that 

women and small children were present, but 

is an indication of the Prophet’s (pbuh) 

gentleness and love. Thus the entire 

congregation could find their prayer subject 

to the needs of a young child and a distressed 

mother.

The method by which the Prophet 
(pbuh) governed the Mosque

‘Indeed, there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves, one who grieves much that 

you should suffer; one who is full of concern for 

you and who is tender and full of compassion 

towards the believers.’ (Surah 9, verse 128).

The Prophet (pbuh) was always highly 

sensitive to the problems of the people in his 

congregation - knowing that many were aged 

or infirm. His compassionate care went out to 

all those present.It was not his habit to 

commend pious practices that demanded 

unnecessary discomfort or self-denial. Once, 

he found a piece of rope spread between two 

of the palm pillars of the Mosque, and was 

told that his wife Zaynab bint Jahsh had put it 

there, and used it for support during long 

standing prayers. The Prophet (pbuh) told her 

the rope was unnecessary. If people were too 

tired to stand, or felt any discomfort, then it 

was perfectly acceptable for them to pray 

seated.25

Pious believers could remain in their personal 

prayer for as long as they liked, but it was 

inconsiderate to make the public prayers too 

lengthy. A good leader should always bear in 

mind the difficulties faced by those in the 

congregation. Every rakah involved reciting 

passages from the Qur’an, which could be 

short or long as he chose. He tended to recite 

the longer surahs at the asr prayer, when 

people were generally under less pressure. 

Sawdah (who suffered from nosebleeds) once 

commented that the Prophet (pbuh) prayed 

for such a long time one evening that she had 

to hold her nose in case it should start to bleed 

– a comment, which made him smile.26

Women attending the Friday 
prayers

Aisha(ra) recorded descriptively that the 

people (both men and women) hung on his 

every word when the Prophet (pbuh) 

delivered a khutbah. There was no chatter 

then, or lack of attention. When he spoke, 

those present used to sit ‘as if there were 

birds perched on their heads’, meaning 

attentive and still. He used to speak so clearly 

that if anyone wanted to count the number of 

his words, they could do so, 27and he spoke 

deliberately, in a distinct manner, so that 

anyone could understand.  28He used to pause 

at regular intervals, so that those sitting with 

him had time to memorise what he said. 

Frequently he used to repeat something three 

times.  29Aisha (ra) said that if there was 

something she did not understand, she would 

ask about it later until she understood it 

completely.30

The Prophet (pbuh) was in the habit of reciting 

Surah 18 (al-Kahf) every Friday. Umm Hisham 

related how she learned this surah by heart 

from hearing the Prophet (pbuh) recite it 

every week.

The Mosque as a place for learning 

The Prophet (pbuh) encouraged women to 

come to the Mosque as often as they could, 

not just to pray but also to learn: ‘He who 

treads the path in search of knowledge, Allah 

will make that path easy, leading to Paradise, 

for those persons who assemble in the houses 

of Allah (Mosques), to recite the Book of Allah 

and learn and teach the Qur'an. Tranquility 

will descend upon them, mercy will cover 

them, the angels will surround them and Allah 

will mention them in the presence of those 

near Him.’ 31They could be educated 

separately from the men if that was most 

suitable.32

Can women speak in the Mosque 
to correct the Imam?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) female Companions had 

permission to intervene if they noticed that 

the leader had made an error in reciting the 

prayer. The Prophet (pbuh) instructed them to 

correct him by clapping their hands twice. It 

was possible for any leader to make a slip in 

his recitation, have a lapse of memory or 

mispronounce something. The Prophet (pbuh) 

laid down the correct practice for dealing with 

this. He said, ‘If Shaytan makes me forget 

anything during the prayer, the men should 

say subhan-Allah (glorify Allah), and the 

women should clap their hands.’ The Prophet 

(pbuh) then performed the prayer, without 

forgetting anything. He told them this on an 

occasion when there were two rows of men 

and one row of women. The narrator even 

added that it might have been only one row of 

men and two of women.33

Another incident illustrates how women were 

not only present in the same congregation but 

were able to access the prayer-leader if 

necessary. Khawlah bint Thalabah stood up 

and corrected Umar when he was caliph, 

regarding the matter of a woman’s mahr. 

Umar had stated that the Prophet (pbuh) 

always suggested a comparatively small 

payment of 400 dirhams. Khawlah pointed out 

that the Prophet (pbuh) had paid 5,000 

dirhams for his wife Umm Habibah. Umar 

admitted publicly that the woman was 

correct, and he was wrong.

How did the Prophet’s (pbuh) 
Mosque function?

The Prophet’s (pbuh) day in Medina started at 

Afra’s house, or that of her neighbour 

Nuwwar’s - the properties with the highest 

rooftops in the vicinity, which both women 

had volunteered for the mu’addhin to use until 

a special place was raised on the roof of the 

Mosque. Bilal would go to give the call for fajr 

in his hypnotic ethereal voice, at which point 

Nuwwar’s young son Zayd (later the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) chief secretary) would run to the 

Prophet (pbuh), often arriving early enough to 

share his quick breakfast before the prayer. 

Afra narrated how Bilal (ra)used to arrive in 

the darkness before daybreak and sit on the 

housetop waiting for the first glimmer of 

dawn. When the first birds stirred and a black 

thread could be distinguished from a white 

one, she said he (ra) would raise his arms and 

pray: ‘O God, I praise You and ask Your help 

that the Quraysh may accept the faith.’ She 

said she never knew him to omit those words 

on a single occasion. Then he would utter the 

adhan.34

After dhuhr, the mid-day prayer, the Prophet’s 

(pbuh) habit was to accept the hospitality of 

close friends and take rest in their houses. 

Many of the womenfolk of Medina grew to 

know him personally on these occasions, 

providing him with places where he could take 

his siestas in the heat of the day. He also loved 

the open air and the shade of trees, and 

sometimes took his siesta in various gardens 

and palm-groves, such as Umm Mubashir’s 

orchard, where he taught that if any Muslim 

planted a tree that could feed humans, 

animals and birds, he or she would surely be 

rewarded for it on the Day of Judgement.35   

When the shadows lengthened and the heat 

began to abate, came asr. 

          After sunset came the maghrib prayers, 

and the traditional time for people to come 

and sit in the open air, on their rooftops or 

outside their houses. After the prayers, the 

Mosque was used for socialising – and when 

this happened, the women did not remain in 

rows behind the men, but could ask questions, 

if they wished. Men were asked to remain in 

their places a few moments so that women 

who wished to withdraw in privacy could do 

so. Women also used to often sit in the 

Mosque spinning wool and doing basketry or 

matting-work with palm-leaves. Hamzah’s 

wife Khawlah bint Qays and her friend 

Sawdah bint Abu Dubays recorded that they 

often used to enjoy this from the time of the 

Prophet (pbuh) through the caliphate of Abu 

Bakr (ra) up to the time of Umar. Umar (ra) did 

not like to have women lingering in the 

Mosque after the final night prayer, and would 

go round encouraging them to leave, showing 

his whip to ‘malingerers’. But he would study 

their faces, and if they looked hungry, he 

would offer them supper first. 36So 

presumably refreshments were also available.

After ending the public part of his day with the 

night prayer in the Mosque, the Prophet 

(pbuh) liked to go home straight away without 

lingering in conversation. He would not go 

straight to bed, but would spend until around 

midnight in prayer and meditation. The 

women did not feel they were obliged to leave 

before the men. Sometimes Aisha (ra) was last 

to return from isha. Once she came back so 

late the Prophet (pbuh) asked where she had 

been, and she told him she had stayed to listen 

to Salim, the freed slave of Abu Hudhayfah, 

recite the Qur’an with such a sweet voice as 

she had never heard before. 37 Once she got 

home and found the door locked. The Prophet 

(pbuh) was actually saying prayers at the time, 

but when she knocked, he got up straightaway 

and let her in, then returned to his prayers 

until they were finished.38

Did women lead the prayer in the 
early Mosque?

In the early Mosque, women were not 

expected to lead men, but there was plenty of 

evidence to suggest that women could lead 

other women in prayer, for example, at the 

‘Battle of the Trench’, Fatimah (ra), who was 

pregnant with her fourth child, acted as ‘Imam’ 

for the Muslim women and led them in prayer. 

A Mosque named Masjid Fatimah now stands 

at that place where they gathered. At least 

two of the Prophet’s (pbuh) wives, Aisha (ra) 

and Umm Salamah, (ra) also led prayers for 

congregations of women, and consequently 

most madhhabs do support this. 39Aisha (ra) 

also used to call the adhan and the iqamah. 

They led women in prayer while standing 

among them in the same row.40

The Mosque as a place of refuge 

The Mosque, of course, was not just for 

prayers. It was also a place of refuge. A special 

covered area was set up in one section for 

converts who arrived destitute, having been 

cast off by their families and having no 

relatives in Medina to help them. It was 

known as the suffah or bench. Some poor 

souls did not even have a sheet to cover 

themselves with. They were looked after by 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) household, and took 

pride in their nickname ‘Ahl as-Suffah’ meaning 

‘People of the Bench.’

One black Abyssinian woman, Umm Mihjan, 

had a small awning pitched in the Mosque, 

where she lived. She was a 'permanent fixture', 

and became a Mosque employee, taking on 

the chore of cleaning and sweeping up. She 

was the humblest of people, but the Prophet 

(pbuh) always took the trouble to greet her 

nicely and treated her with appreciation.41  

One day she fell sick and died. Her body was 

washed and buried, without the Prophet 

(pbuh) being told of her passing. When he 

found out what had happened, he went 

personally to pray over her grave.42

The Mosque was a sanctuary for animals as 

well as humans. Once, the Prophet (pbuh) saw 

a frightened camel rush into the Mosque, in a 

state of distress, and placed its head  in his lap. 

He saw the camel weeping, and said it was 

because it knew it was going to be 

slaughtered. When the owner came and 

verified this, the Prophet (pbuh) pleaded with 

him to spare it, and the man could not refuse 

him. 43‘I do not want any of you coming to me 

on the Day of Resurrection carrying across 

your neck a bleating sheep or a groaning 

camel,’ he said. ‘If you asked me to intercede, I 

would tell you that I cannot help you. I have 

given you Allah's Message!’44

The Mosque was also a place for the 

organisation and dispensing of charity. The 

hadith which exclaimed that there will be 

'more women than men in Hell' originated from 

an Eid day when the Prophet (pbuh) used his 

humour to charm his female Companions into 

donating more than they intended. Ibn Abbas, 

who witnessed the event with his own eyes as 

a child, told how the Prophet (pbuh) made the 

people sit down after the khutbah and walked 

to the women’s rows leaning on Bilal’s arm, 

while Bilal held out his cloak for them to 

throw in their contributions. He urged them to 

be generous, for when he had glimpsed into 

the flames of Hell, he had noted the vast 

majority in torment were women. Did the 

women then bow their heads quietly? They 

did not. They were outraged, and one of them 

instantly stood up and demanded to know 

why that was so. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘you 

women grumble so much, and show 

ingratitude to your husbands! Even if the poor 

fellows spent all their lives doing good things 

for you, you have only to be upset at the least 

thing and you say, ‘I have never received any 

good from you!’  At that the women began 

vigorously to pull off their rings and earrings, 

and throw them into Bilal’s cloak.45 

The Mosque was used as a place to dispense 

hospitality. Many of the early Medina 

converts were wealthy and influential women, 

who took a full part in providing food and 

shelter for those who needed it. ‘He is not one 

of us,’ the Prophet (pbuh) used to say, ‘who 

eats and drinks his fill while his neighbour 

remains hungry by his side.’ He also said: ‘Let 

those whose holdings exceed their needs, 

support the one whose holdings do not; and 

those whose food exceeds their needs share 

with the one who does not have food.’46  

         In fact, the generous people of Medina 

often sent gifts of food to the Prophet (pbuh) 

from their own tables. Umm Malik would send 

him clarified butter, and Afra’s granddaughter 

Rubayyi gifted him with dates, grapes and 

roasted birds.47 She and her aunt, Umm 

Atiyyah, were said to have loved the Prophet 

(pbuh) dearly, and he often visited them. The 

Prophet (pbuh) once rewarded Rubayyi with a 

gold ornament. However, the most generous 

neighbours of all were Sa’d ibn Ubadah and his 

wife Fukayhah bint Ubayd, who never missed 

sending supplies, not for one single day until 

the day he (pbuh) died, so that ‘the bowl of 

Sa’d ibn Ubadah’ became legendary.48 

         Abu Hurayrah was once asked why the 

Prophet (pbuh) ever went hungry, since others 

kept sending these contributions of food.  He 

replied simply: ‘It was because of the large 

number of those who surrounded him and 

were his guests, and because of those who 

were always with him. He never took food but 

with his Companions and the needy who 

followed him from the Mosque.’49 

The larger deputations arriving from 

throughout Arabia were given lodging in the 

Mosque and nearby properties of Umm Sharik 

and Ramlah bint Harith. When tribal chiefs 

arrived they were often billeted in a large tent 

in the Mosque, where all food was tasted in 

front of them to allay their fears that it might 

have been poisoned.50  The Prophet (pbuh) 

accepted many conversions to Islam, and used 

to go to them every night after the isha prayer 

to talk to them and teach them, sometimes 

staying so long that he was observed to shift 

his weight alternately on each leg to rest the 

other.

Ramlah made over to the Prophet (pbuh) an 

enclosure of considerable size that served as a 

safe campsite for visitors. For example, the 

Christian deputation from the Banu Abd 

al-Qays of Bahrain consisted of twenty 

persons, and they stayed there for ten days. 

The Christian deputation from Banu Hanifah 

was between thirteen and nineteen people 

under Salamah b. Hanzalah, and they stayed 

several days. Other large deputations to 

whom Ramlah was hostess included sixteen 

Christians of Banu Taghlib, ten men from 

Khawlan, twelve from Udhrah, and many 

others. They were entertained and provided 

with food twice a day, sometimes meat and 

bread, sometimes bread and milk, sometimes 

bread and butter and dates. They all left with 

presents. The largest group that stayed there 

was two hundred strong, from Nakha in the 

Yemen.51 

The Mosque as a place to treat the 
sick

On at least one occasion, the Mosque was 

used as a hospital, equipped with female 

nurses. For example, during the Battle of the 

Trench an arrow severed a vein in Sa’d ibn 

Mu’adh’s arm, and he was taken from the 

battlefield to be nursed in the Mosque where 

the BanuGhifar had set up a field hospital in a 

tent, and an Aslami woman, Rufaydah – an 

expert in traditional medicine and surgery - 

was caring for the wounded.52 Other women 

known to have acted as nurses included 

Fatimah (ra), Aisha (ra), Umm Ayman, Umm 

Sulaym, Umm Umarah, Umm Dahhak, Rubayyi 

bint Mu’awwidh, Umm Atiyyah, Umm Muta’ 

and Umm Sinan.

The Mosque space used for public 
gatherings

The Mosque space was also used for public 

gatherings and displays. During one festival 

day some Abyssinians performed a dance in 

the Mosque courtyard. ‘It was the day of Eid,’ 

said Aisha (ra), ‘and the black people were 

playing with shields and spears; either I asked 

the Prophet (pbuh) or he asked me whether I 

would like to watch the display. I replied that I 

would. Then he made me stand behind him, 

with my cheek touching his cheek, and he said: 

‘Carry on, O BanuArfida,’ until I got tired. Then 

he asked me: ‘Is that sufficient for you?’ He 

had stayed with her, letting her rest her head 

on his shoulder quite publicly, until – as she 

herself put it – ‘I have had my fill’. 53

The Mosque could be the scene of romantic 

propositions. No sooner did the Prophet 

(pbuh) arrive in Medina than he became an 

object of great interest to many of the leading 

Ansar women – not only as the Messenger of 

Allah, but also as a most desirable husband. 

First his neighbour, the matriarch Afra, 

approached him on behalf of her cousin 

Habibah bint Sahl. The Prophet (pbuh) gave 

the proposal serious consideration, but 

excused himself, saying he did not wish to 

start any jealousy amongst the Ansars. Next, 

her friend Layla bint Khutaym, (although not 

young, for she was a grandmother several 

times over), seized her chance one day while 

he was talking with some Companions. Not 

being a lady who was used to being kept 

waiting, when he did not break off his 

conversation and turn to her immediately, she 

forced him to acknowledge her by tapping him 

on the shoulder. He did turn round then, and 

got her audacious proposal. ‘I have accepted 

you,’ he said. ‘Go back to your home, until my 

summons reaches you.’ She returned to her 

relatives in triumph, but they thought she had 

acted unwisely, as she was known to be a 

proud and jealous woman, unwilling to share a 

husband. So Layla reconsidered, and in the 

end went back to the Prophet (pbuh), 

withdrew her proposal, and he duly released 

her.54

Women who needed help had direct access to 

the Prophet (pbuh) in the Mosque. One such 

woman, Qaylah bint Makhramah, went to 

seek help for one of her daughters. Her 

husband had passed away, and her daughters 

(and their inheritance) were seized by their 

uncle Athub, who intended to force them into 

marriages they did not want. Qaylah rescued 

one of the girls and managed to reach Medina, 

where she had a sister. Athub caught them 

before they could gain shelter in her house, 

seized the terrified girl and carried her off, 

leaving Qaylah wounded on the ground. At 

dawn Qaylah joined one of the deputations 

that had come to see the Prophet (pbuh), and 

in the darkness Qaylah joined in the rows of 

men. However, the man nearest to her 

realised she was a woman, and directed her to 

the other women who were praying behind 

them. After the prayer she was able to gain an 

audience with the Prophet (pbuh) when the 

sun came up. She saw this great man, who 

might have had a throne, sitting in company 

with his arms round his legs in such a humble 

position, she recorded that she just trembled 

with reverence for him.55  After the meeting 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) Secretary Zayd wrote on 

a piece of red leather: ‘Qaylah and the 

daughters of Qaylah should not be oppressed 

nor forced to marry; every faithful Muslim 

should offer help to them. Muslims should do 

good deeds, not evil ones.’ As a result, Athub 

was obliged to let her daughter go. 

When Adiy, the son of the great chief Hatim 

Tayy, went to Medina he found the Prophet 

(pbuh) in the Mosque and was graciously 

invited to enter his house, but before they 

reached it, an old lady, who called out to him, 

approached the Prophet (pbuh). To Adiy’s 

surprise, the Prophet (pbuh) did not tell her to 

come back when he had finished talking to the 

visiting chief, but expected Adiy to wait. It was 

a lengthy wait - she spoke on for a long time 

while the Prophet (pbuh) stood patiently 

listening to her needs. Adiy had not expected 

this kind of behaviour from a ruler. They 

eventually went in, and argued over who 

should sit against a leather cushion stuffed 

with palm leaves. In the end Adiywas forced to 

accept it while the Prophet (pbuh) sat on the 

floor. ‘Maybe the poverty you see puts you off 

joining us?’ asked the Prophet (pbuh). It did 

not. Adiy accepted Islam. 56

The Mosque as a place to receive 
guidance and counsel

The Mosque was also a placed used for 

counseling - notably the defense of women 

from abusive husbands. The Prophet (pbuh) 

was outraged by the harsh behavior of some 

of his male Companions, especially those who 

lost their tempers and physically lashed out to 

strike their wives, children and servants. ‘The 

Messenger of Allah never once struck a 

woman or a servant with his hand. In fact, he 

despised any sort of abuse of those who were 

weak. He particularly disapproved of those 

who struck the faces of women. ‘Do not strike 

them, or abuse them verbally,’ they were 

ordered. Iyas ibn Abdullah recorded his clear 

saying: ‘Do not strike Allah's handmaidens.’57 

Umar (ra) asked if they really were forbidden 

to do so, for he thought their women were 

getting spoiled. The Prophet (pbuh) 

commented that he could not stop them, but 

he regarded any Muslim man who would act 

like this as being far from ‘the best’ of his 

followers. The following morning he was 

confronted by no less than seventy women, all 

of whom had been ill treated by their 

husbands.58 The Prophet (pbuh) was so 

outraged, that he gave a public sermon 

berating those men. Aisha (ra) recorded his 

words: ‘I cannot bear the thought of a man 

with the veins of his neck swelling with anger 

against his wife, fighting her. How can you 

beat your wife as if she was a slave, and then 

embrace her without feeling shame at your 

action?’ the Prophet (pbuh) cried. ‘Those men 

who have behaved like this are hardly the best 

amongst you!’ Many a Companion then did 

feel ashamed and took his words to heart, and 

learned to behave with more gentleness. ‘The 

best of you are those who are kindest to their 

families,’ said the Prophet (pbuh), ‘and take 

note - I am the best of you towards my family.’ 

59  He counselled troubled spouses and if 

necessary arranged divorces for them. The 

marriage of Afra’s cousin Habibah to Thabit 

ibn Qays was a match Habibah was unhappy 

with because Thabit treated her roughly. She 

waited for the Prophet (pbuh) as he went out 

for fajr, and told him that she could not remain 

any longer with Thabit. She said that she did 

not dislike him for any of his defects in morals 

or faith, but because she felt physically 

repulsed by him, and she felt like spitting in his 

face when he came near her. She appealed to 

the Prophet (pbuh) to be granted a khul 

(divorce) and he ruled in her favour. She 

agreed that Thabit could take back the two 

gardens he had given to her as mahr, and even 

more if he wanted it! 60

One day Fatimah (ra) was disappointed to 

discover that Ali (ra) intended to take another 

wife, the daughter of the Prophet’s enemy 

Abu Jahl. The Prophet (pbuh) was so upset on 

her behalf he (pbuh) spoke of it in a Mosque 

khutbah. He first praised his son-in-law 

Abu’l-As who, in his non-Muslim days had 

turned down one of the most beautiful 

Quraysh girls in order to remain faithful to his 

eldest daughter, Zaynab (ra). Now his 

youngest daughter, Fatimah (ra), was being 

hurt, and as the most tender of fathers, he was 

not ashamed to declare publicly that she was 

his ‘heart and soul’, and that whoever 

offended her also hurt him.61  He did not 

request Ali (ra) to give up the thought of this 

second marriage, for he would not convert 

lawful into unlawful, but asked that Ali (ra) 

should divorce Fatimah (ra) first. Ali (ra) could 

not do it, and did not marry another wife until 

after Fatimah’s (ra) death.62

The Prophet (pbuh) also intervened to 

alleviate people from over zealousness in 

religious affairs. For example, he had to 

restrain the excessive devotions of his friend 

Uthman ibn Maz‘un, one of those very devout 

men whose constant occupation with his 

prayer-regime was so zealous that it led him 

to neglect his wife Khawlah (bint Hakim) 

beyond what was reasonable. When Khawlah 

sought the Prophet’s (pbuh) advice, he 

summoned Uthman (ra) and asked him if it 

was true.Uthman (ra) protested that on the 

contrary, he only sought to follow his sunnah, 

and hoped it would earn greater merit if he 

fasted all year and prayed all night. ‘But the 

Almighty did not command that,’ replied the 

Prophet (pbuh). ‘I pray, but I also sleep; I fast 

but sometimes I do not fast. I work, and I keep 

women company. Respect God’s will, Uthman,’ 

he said. ‘Your wife has a right over you, your 

guest has a right over you, and your self has a 

right over you.’63 All his ritual practices above 

and beyond the required limits were good in 

themselves – but not if achieved at the 

expense of neglecting and hurting others, or 

damaging one’s own health or family 

happiness. 

Conclusion
                           In conclusion, when earnest and 

pious Muslim men restrict the presence, 

worship and activities of women in the 

Mosque, believing this to be Allah’s will and 

the Prophet’s (pbuh) practice, they are doing 

something wrong. Some devout individuals 

might think they are following Qur’anic 

teaching when they are not. Allah Himself 

stated: ‘There is certainly a party of them who lie 

about the Book, that you may consider it to be (a 

part) of the Book when it is not; and they say: 

‘This is from Allah’, while it is not from Allah, and 

they create a lie against Allah even knowingly.’ 

(Surah 3, verse 78).

Allah also says in the Qur’an,  ‘And who is more 

unjust than those who prevent (persons) from the 

Mosques of Allah, from His name being 

remembered therein, and strive to ruin them? (As 

for) these, it is not proper for them to enter them, 

except in fear. For them is disgrace in this world 

and a grievous chastisement in the Hereafter.’ 

(Surah 2, verse 114) Surely this verse must 

include those who prevent female Muslims 

from their proper place in being allowed to 

worship in the Mosque? If denied the Mosque, 

or cut off from the congregation in general, 

they are hardly able to learn about their faith, 

or practice it properly. Hence, they often 

remain in ignorance of their faith. Since both 

Qur’an and Sunnah clearly indicate that 

women can pray in the Mosque, to debar 

females from the Mosque is actually a great 

injustice and goes against the practices of the 

early community. 

The goal of women who seek to be part of the 

Mosque community is not to cause trouble or 

start a revolution, but simply to bring the 

Muslim faith and practice back to its roots. In 

the early Mosque community men and women 

were respected equally, and women were full 

participants in the Mosque setting. The early 

prophetic Mosque was a prosperous, active 

and compassionate centre for the whole 

community regardless of age, gender,ethnicity 

and status.



Once you have decided the aim or purpose of 

your Mosque, why it exists and what it intends 

to provide, you will need an organisational 

structure and framework. This will help you 

achieve your goal and objectives and also help 

you control, monitor and review your 

progress and achievements. 

There are different types of organisational 

structures and each have a different legal 

status: incorporated or unincorporated; 

charitable or non-charitable. 

If you have already established a place of 

worship/Mosque or are planning to establish a 

new Mosque, do you have a clear vision of:

Why you need to establish it or why this 

place was established?

Who you are catering for? male, female, 

young, old, reverts to Islam?

What major outcomes you want to 

achieve by establishing this Mosque, and if 

they will be achieved by building such a 

centre?

Choosing an organisational 
structure



An unincorporated organisation is one 

where a group or individuals come together 

for a common purpose. The structure is simple 

and can be varied to specific needs. The main 

limitation is that all members are individually 

liable. 

An incorporated organisation creates a 

“virtual person”. Members are generally 

protected provided they have not been 

negligent. The organisation can take the form 

of a company limited by guarantee (suitable 

for community, charities and faith groups) or a 

company limited by shares. 

It is possible to be either a charity or a limited 

company, or both, or neither of these things. 

There are whole ranges of issues you need to 

consider before you decide what is right for 

your organisation. It often comes down to a 

trade-off. Being a charity or limited company 

can bring high initial costs and leave you with 

an on going bureaucracy to manage. But to be 

neither of these things can mean you have 

lack of status (with possible donors and 

suppliers) and can leave you with an 

open-ended liability if things go wrong. The 

most common status for Mosques is to be a 

charity. 
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What is a charity? 

The Charity Act 2011 defines a charity as a 

‘body or trust’ that provides benefit to the 

public. The Charities Act 2011 is a UK Act of 

Parliament. It consolidated the bulk of the 

Charities Act 2006, outstanding provisions of 

the Charities Act 1993, and various other 

enactments. Organisations wanting to 

register as a charity will have to show how 

their purposes benefit the public. A charity’s 

purposes are its objects or aims, and these are 

usually set out in its governing document. The 

Act has widened the scope of ‘charitable 

purpose’ from the traditional four meanings to 

thirteen to keep up to date with modern 

society. You can find out more about the 

changes in the new Act by visiting the Charity 

Commission website given at the end of this 

section. 

Types of charitable structures
 

Charitable Company – a charitable 

company may be suitable if the Mosque 

has large assets, employs staff, and is 

involved in or thinking about commercial 

activities. It is formed and registered 

under the Companies Act 2006 by 

adopting a Memorandum and Articles of 

Association.

Charitable Trust – a charitable trust is 

normally set up if the organisation does 

not have a membership and does not 

employ a significant number of staff or 

carry out trading activities; it is formed by 

adopting a trust deed.

Charitable Association – a charitable 

association is run by charity trustees and 

is the more popular choice for Mosques 

and unincorporated associations. The 

governing document is the constitution of 

the association. A charitable association is 

appropriate for organisations which have 

a membership that elects the trustees and 

whose work is normally carried out 

voluntarily by members. 

Charity Incorporated Organisations (CIO) 

– The Charity Act 2006 has introduced a 

new charity structure specifically created 

to meet the needs of charities. The CIO 

gives the benefit of a ‘legal personality’ 

and ‘limited liability for trustees’. There 

will be no need to register separately with 

Companies House, nor will company law 

regulate a CIO, but the CIO will be 

registered and regulated by the Charity 

Commission. 
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appropriate for organisations which have 
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– The Charity Act 2006 has introduced a 
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Advantages of being a charity 

There are a number of advantages in being registered as a charity. The main ones are: 

Being able to claim back tax paid by donors, using schemes such as Gift Aid or payroll giving 

(GAYE). The value of such schemes will depend on income tax rates.

A lot of charitable foundations will only give to registered charities.

It gives you more credibility when asking for donations from the public.

You are automatically entitled to business rates relief.

You can get special VAT treatment in some circumstances.

You can formally represent the community and help to meet its needs. 

Disadvantages

The downside of registering as a charity is the 

bureaucracy involved. You need to send 

regular information (usually once a year) to 

the Charity Commission, hold annual general 

meetings and you need to keep to certain 

rules. Many of these rules are good practice 

anyway, and your auditor will want you to 

follow them. The Charity Commission does 

have very heavy powers if they think you are 

abusing charitable status. 

If you are not sure about the status of the 

Mosque or your organisational structure, get 

specialist advice from someone who has 

experience in charitable law, such as a 

solicitor. In the long run this will help you 

shape the organisation in a way that could 

avoid unforeseen conflicts. 

For more information contact Faith 

Associates or themshl.org – the Mosque 

support helpline.

For more information please go to 

www.charity-commission.gov.uk
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Mosque governance 

Governance involves the systems and processes that ensure the overall direction, effectiveness, 

supervision and accountability of an organisation. In the case of Mosques, it is about how 

authority and responsibility is shared between senior staff and the management committee, board 

or trustees.

Structure

Vision

Staff

Style

SystemsStrategy

Skills
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Management committee

The management committee is the group of 

people who are responsible for leading and 

managing the activities of the organisation. 

They can also be known as a ‘board of 

trustees’ or ‘executive committee’. In the rest 

of this handbook we have used the term 

‘management committee’ for the sake of 

consistency.

The management committee make decisions 

about the overall purpose and direction of the 

organisation, and make sure that the property 

and money are properly used and managed. 

They have the legal responsibility for the 

organisation.

A lot of work may be delegated, but there 

must be clear lines of authority. The key is to 

define responsibilities and reporting methods, 

to make sure that information of the right 

type and detail gets to committee members in 

a reasonable period of time. Committees 

should meet often enough to handle the work 

they have to do, although sub- committees 

and officers can play a role.

Who should be on the 
management committee?

It is up to the Mosque, that is, the 

management committee itself, to decide how 

many members it needs to do its work 

smoothly. The law says that charities must 

have at least three members. There is no 

upper limit but it would make the group 

inefficient to have too many members.

When choosing or appointing persons to the 

management committee there are certain 

characteristics one should look for:

Taqwa (Piety) 

Trustworthy 

Commitment

Knowledge 

Experience 

Skills

Remember the management committee is 

there to serve its members and not the other 

way round. The Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) 

said: “the leader of a group is its servant”. 

A management committee must have at least 

a chair, a secretary and a treasurer.
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Example Mosque structure 

An ideal Mosque structure would be one, which not only serves the religious needs of the 

community but also provides social services. This will help create excellent Muslim communities. 

An example of the areas of work or departments a Mosque should consider (and appoint 

subcommittees for) is given below:

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Religious worship 

Education – madrassah 

Dawah and tarbiyyah 

Family and youth development 

Community and social activities 

Mosque maintenance 

Finance and fundraising 

Administration 

Go to www.madrassah.co.uk to get more information and resources and get your Madrassah accredited.

The role of the chair

The chair’s role includes running and guiding the committee as well as managing its business. This 

work can include:

Deciding how the committee is made up and organised.

Clarifying the responsibilities of the committee and management.

Planning and managing committees and committee meetings.

Developing the effectiveness of the committee.
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The role of the secretary

Charity Secretaries (the company secretary of 

a charity) are responsible for making sure that 

charities are run within the law and keep to 

the terms of the governing document. The 

status and exact role of the Charity Secretary 

will vary from one organisation to another. 

But most will help the committee to find its 

way through the maze of law, governance and 

good practice, and will help meetings run 

effectively.

Some key responsibilities of the secretary are:

To note all correspondence (in and out) on 

the agenda ready for meetings.

To keep the membership lists up to date.

To arrange meetings and prepare agendas.

To carry out the actions from each 

meeting.

To consult with committee members for 

items to be included on the agenda

To record the names of members at 

meetings and the apologies from those 

who could not be there

To make sure there is a quorum (enough 

committee members to make a decision)

To write up minutes as soon as possible 

after meetings (while the discussions are 

still fresh in your mind!)

To keep minute books safe – they must 

never be destroyed

To oversee the production of the annual 

report

To arrange the annual general meeting

To get nominations for people wanting to 

hold office or become committee 

members in the following year and,

To send reports of meetings to the press 

when this is appropriate.

Action

You could set up a youth and education 

committee. This would discuss and carry out 

activities and programmes for young people 

from the platform of the Mosque. This is an 

ideal forum where young people can 

contribute within the Mosque. This 

committee could be responsible to the overall 

management committee of the Mosque. 
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The role of the treasurer

The treasurer has a lot of responsibility for 

finances, yet has no absolute power over the 

way in which financial resources are used. 

These decisions are taken by the management 

committee as a whole, bur it is the treasurer’s 

job to make sure the organisation spends its 

money correctly, and this will involve regularly 

telling committee members about the group’s 

financial affairs.

Involving young people and 
women

Young people are the future! They bring new 

energy, enthusiasm and freshness to an 

organisation. However, they need to be 

guided and nurtured by those who are older 

and more experienced. Committees need to 

make a special effort to involve young people 

and women in decision making and to give 

them responsibility. This is the sunnah 

(practice) of the Prophet (pbuh). He did not 

exclude young people or women from giving 

their opinions and ideas and from helping with 

carrying out tasks. The life of the Prophet 

(pbuh) is full of examples of where young 

people such as Ali (ra), Ibn Abbas, Zaid, 

Usamah, Aisha (ra) were all involved in the 

decision making process and were regularly 

consulted. It is also well established that 

women attended for prayers and other 

gatherings in the Mosque during the time of 

the Prophet (pbuh) and his successors. All of 

these examples need to be factored into how 

the Mosque is run and organised. 

The types of people that should be 
on the management committee

The management committee of a Mosque 

should include men and women from a wide 

range or backgrounds, so that they can best 

serve the congregation. Generally they should 

be professionals who are regular worshippers 

and are practical people who can work in a 

team and get results. 

For example, representatives from the 

following professions could help:

Managers (with project management 

experience)

Teachers

Islamic scholars

Media specialists

Social services

Law enforcement agencies 

Youth workers

Meetings 

Having regular meetings is an important 

function of the management committee. 

Meetings will help you to discuss, decide and 

plan for the needs of your Mosque and its 

users. A meeting should have the following:

 

Agenda

This is simply a list of things that you want to 

discuss in the meeting. It is useful because: 

It helps you plan the meeting, and decide 

how long it will take 

It helps you get through the business of 

the meeting more efficiently 

It gives people a chance to think about the 

issues before the meeting. 

The chair and secretary of the organisation 

normally make up the agenda. You can see an 

example of an agenda in the appendix. 

Minutes 

These are notes that are taken during the 

meeting to remind you what was discussed 

and agreed. They can be short points but need 

to clearly record: 

Who was at the meeting 

Who sent apologies for not being there 

What was said at the meeting (main 

points) 

Decisions made at the meeting and who is 

going to carry them out and by when. 

It is usually the secretary’s job to write up the 

minutes. You can see an example of some 

minutes in the appendix. 

Roles and conflicts between roles 

The management committee should 

concentrate on strategy, policy matters and 

monitoring efficiency and effectiveness. The 

details of how things are done should be left 

to staff and volunteers. However, particularly 

in smaller organisations, it is not easy to be so 

clear-cut. Committee members may be closely 

involved in the day-to-day work and will often 

comment on their experience at the ‘front 

line’. When they are doing this they should try 

to recognise that they are really doing a 

different job, as a volunteer or ordinary 

member, and not confuse it with their 

committee role. 

For example, a committee member may also 

be an Imam of the Mosque and would 

therefore have to be aware of the conflicts 

that may develop. Please see the Charity 

Commission’s website for help on how best to 

manage conflicts in these scenarios. 

Women can take any executive position in a 

Mosque if the congregation or membership is 

inclusive. The matter of adhering to Islamic 

etiquette and decorum is key in maintaining 

Islamic and professional standards. The roles 

should be outcome driven for the sake of Allah 

and so gender should become a secondary 

feature. 

Case study – projects involving 
young people

The York Islamic Centre has young people 

on the management committee. These are 

students who help out with the 

administration and finance of the Mosque, 

and plan youth programmes and activities.

Landscaping an overgrown piece of waste 

ground near a Mosque in Oldham, to 

create a relaxing, natural environment 

with a fruit orchard and wildflower 

meadow

Young people asked to sit on a new-build 

committee for a new Mosque 

development in London

After-school club set up in Slough to help 

underachieving children – young people 

asked to help in the teaching at the 

Mosque

Young people asked to distribute the food 

in all Ramadan iftaries in a Mosque in 

Bradford. A youth committee was set up 

to coordinate the activities.

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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The role of the treasurer

The treasurer has a lot of responsibility for 

finances, yet has no absolute power over the 

way in which financial resources are used. 

These decisions are taken by the management 

committee as a whole, bur it is the treasurer’s 

job to make sure the organisation spends its 

money correctly, and this will involve regularly 

telling committee members about the group’s 

financial affairs.

Involving young people and 
women

Young people are the future! They bring new 

energy, enthusiasm and freshness to an 

organisation. However, they need to be 

guided and nurtured by those who are older 

and more experienced. Committees need to 

make a special effort to involve young people 

and women in decision making and to give 

them responsibility. This is the sunnah 

(practice) of the Prophet (pbuh). He did not 

exclude young people or women from giving 

their opinions and ideas and from helping with 

carrying out tasks. The life of the Prophet 

(pbuh) is full of examples of where young 

people such as Ali (ra), Ibn Abbas, Zaid, 

Usamah, Aisha (ra) were all involved in the 

decision making process and were regularly 

consulted. It is also well established that 

women attended for prayers and other 

gatherings in the Mosque during the time of 

the Prophet (pbuh) and his successors. All of 

these examples need to be factored into how 

the Mosque is run and organised. 

The types of people that should be 
on the management committee

The management committee of a Mosque 

should include men and women from a wide 

range or backgrounds, so that they can best 

serve the congregation. Generally they should 

be professionals who are regular worshippers 

and are practical people who can work in a 

team and get results. 

For example, representatives from the 

following professions could help:

Managers (with project management 

experience)

Teachers

Islamic scholars

Media specialists

Social services

Law enforcement agencies 

Youth workers

Meetings 

Having regular meetings is an important 

function of the management committee. 

Meetings will help you to discuss, decide and 

plan for the needs of your Mosque and its 

users. A meeting should have the following:

 

Agenda

This is simply a list of things that you want to 

discuss in the meeting. It is useful because: 

It helps you plan the meeting, and decide 

how long it will take 

It helps you get through the business of 

the meeting more efficiently 

It gives people a chance to think about the 

issues before the meeting. 

The chair and secretary of the organisation 

normally make up the agenda. You can see an 

example of an agenda in the appendix. 

Minutes 

These are notes that are taken during the 

meeting to remind you what was discussed 

and agreed. They can be short points but need 

to clearly record: 

Who was at the meeting 

Who sent apologies for not being there 

What was said at the meeting (main 

points) 

Decisions made at the meeting and who is 

going to carry them out and by when. 

It is usually the secretary’s job to write up the 

minutes. You can see an example of some 

minutes in the appendix. 

Roles and conflicts between roles 

The management committee should 

concentrate on strategy, policy matters and 

monitoring efficiency and effectiveness. The 

details of how things are done should be left 

to staff and volunteers. However, particularly 

in smaller organisations, it is not easy to be so 

clear-cut. Committee members may be closely 

involved in the day-to-day work and will often 

comment on their experience at the ‘front 

line’. When they are doing this they should try 

to recognise that they are really doing a 

different job, as a volunteer or ordinary 

member, and not confuse it with their 

committee role. 

For example, a committee member may also 

be an Imam of the Mosque and would 

therefore have to be aware of the conflicts 

that may develop. Please see the Charity 

Commission’s website for help on how best to 

manage conflicts in these scenarios. 

Women can take any executive position in a 

Mosque if the congregation or membership is 

inclusive. The matter of adhering to Islamic 

etiquette and decorum is key in maintaining 

Islamic and professional standards. The roles 

should be outcome driven for the sake of Allah 

and so gender should become a secondary 

feature. 

Case study – projects involving 
young people

The York Islamic Centre has young people 

on the management committee. These are 

students who help out with the 

administration and finance of the Mosque, 

and plan youth programmes and activities.

Landscaping an overgrown piece of waste 

ground near a Mosque in Oldham, to 

create a relaxing, natural environment 

with a fruit orchard and wildflower 

meadow

Young people asked to sit on a new-build 

committee for a new Mosque 

development in London

After-school club set up in Slough to help 

underachieving children – young people 

asked to help in the teaching at the 

Mosque

Young people asked to distribute the food 

in all Ramadan iftaries in a Mosque in 

Bradford. A youth committee was set up 

to coordinate the activities.

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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The role of the treasurer

The treasurer has a lot of responsibility for 

finances, yet has no absolute power over the 

way in which financial resources are used. 

These decisions are taken by the management 

committee as a whole, bur it is the treasurer’s 

job to make sure the organisation spends its 

money correctly, and this will involve regularly 

telling committee members about the group’s 

financial affairs.

Involving young people and 
women

Young people are the future! They bring new 

energy, enthusiasm and freshness to an 

organisation. However, they need to be 

guided and nurtured by those who are older 

and more experienced. Committees need to 

make a special effort to involve young people 

and women in decision making and to give 

them responsibility. This is the sunnah 

(practice) of the Prophet (pbuh). He did not 

exclude young people or women from giving 

their opinions and ideas and from helping with 

carrying out tasks. The life of the Prophet 

(pbuh) is full of examples of where young 

people such as Ali (ra), Ibn Abbas, Zaid, 

Usamah, Aisha (ra) were all involved in the 

decision making process and were regularly 

consulted. It is also well established that 

women attended for prayers and other 

gatherings in the Mosque during the time of 

the Prophet (pbuh) and his successors. All of 

these examples need to be factored into how 

the Mosque is run and organised. 

The types of people that should be 
on the management committee

The management committee of a Mosque 

should include men and women from a wide 

range or backgrounds, so that they can best 

serve the congregation. Generally they should 

be professionals who are regular worshippers 

and are practical people who can work in a 

team and get results. 

For example, representatives from the 

following professions could help:

Managers (with project management 

experience)

Teachers

Islamic scholars

Media specialists

Social services

Law enforcement agencies 

Youth workers

Meetings 

Having regular meetings is an important 

function of the management committee. 

Meetings will help you to discuss, decide and 

plan for the needs of your Mosque and its 

users. A meeting should have the following:

 

Agenda

This is simply a list of things that you want to 

discuss in the meeting. It is useful because: 

It helps you plan the meeting, and decide 

how long it will take 

It helps you get through the business of 

the meeting more efficiently 

It gives people a chance to think about the 

issues before the meeting. 

The chair and secretary of the organisation 

normally make up the agenda. You can see an 

example of an agenda in the appendix. 

Minutes 

These are notes that are taken during the 

meeting to remind you what was discussed 

and agreed. They can be short points but need 

to clearly record: 

Who was at the meeting 

Who sent apologies for not being there 

What was said at the meeting (main 

points) 

Decisions made at the meeting and who is 

going to carry them out and by when. 

It is usually the secretary’s job to write up the 

minutes. You can see an example of some 

minutes in the appendix. 

Roles and conflicts between roles 

The management committee should 

concentrate on strategy, policy matters and 

monitoring efficiency and effectiveness. The 

details of how things are done should be left 

to staff and volunteers. However, particularly 

in smaller organisations, it is not easy to be so 

clear-cut. Committee members may be closely 

involved in the day-to-day work and will often 

comment on their experience at the ‘front 

line’. When they are doing this they should try 

to recognise that they are really doing a 

different job, as a volunteer or ordinary 

member, and not confuse it with their 

committee role. 

For example, a committee member may also 

be an Imam of the Mosque and would 

therefore have to be aware of the conflicts 

that may develop. Please see the Charity 

Commission’s website for help on how best to 

manage conflicts in these scenarios. 

Women can take any executive position in a 

Mosque if the congregation or membership is 

inclusive. The matter of adhering to Islamic 

etiquette and decorum is key in maintaining 

Islamic and professional standards. The roles 

should be outcome driven for the sake of Allah 

and so gender should become a secondary 

feature. 

Case study – projects involving 
young people

The York Islamic Centre has young people 

on the management committee. These are 

students who help out with the 

administration and finance of the Mosque, 

and plan youth programmes and activities.

Landscaping an overgrown piece of waste 

ground near a Mosque in Oldham, to 

create a relaxing, natural environment 

with a fruit orchard and wildflower 

meadow

Young people asked to sit on a new-build 

committee for a new Mosque 

development in London

After-school club set up in Slough to help 

underachieving children – young people 

asked to help in the teaching at the 

Mosque

Young people asked to distribute the food 

in all Ramadan iftaries in a Mosque in 

Bradford. A youth committee was set up 

to coordinate the activities.

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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The role of the treasurer

The treasurer has a lot of responsibility for 

finances, yet has no absolute power over the 

way in which financial resources are used. 

These decisions are taken by the management 

committee as a whole, bur it is the treasurer’s 

job to make sure the organisation spends its 

money correctly, and this will involve regularly 

telling committee members about the group’s 

financial affairs.

Involving young people and 
women

Young people are the future! They bring new 

energy, enthusiasm and freshness to an 

organisation. However, they need to be 

guided and nurtured by those who are older 

and more experienced. Committees need to 

make a special effort to involve young people 

and women in decision making and to give 

them responsibility. This is the sunnah 

(practice) of the Prophet (pbuh). He did not 

exclude young people or women from giving 

their opinions and ideas and from helping with 

carrying out tasks. The life of the Prophet 

(pbuh) is full of examples of where young 

people such as Ali (ra), Ibn Abbas, Zaid, 

Usamah, Aisha (ra) were all involved in the 

decision making process and were regularly 

consulted. It is also well established that 

women attended for prayers and other 

gatherings in the Mosque during the time of 

the Prophet (pbuh) and his successors. All of 

these examples need to be factored into how 

the Mosque is run and organised. 

The types of people that should be 
on the management committee

The management committee of a Mosque 

should include men and women from a wide 

range or backgrounds, so that they can best 

serve the congregation. Generally they should 

be professionals who are regular worshippers 

and are practical people who can work in a 

team and get results. 

For example, representatives from the 

following professions could help:

Managers (with project management 

experience)

Teachers

Islamic scholars

Media specialists

Social services

Law enforcement agencies 

Youth workers

Meetings 

Having regular meetings is an important 

function of the management committee. 

Meetings will help you to discuss, decide and 

plan for the needs of your Mosque and its 

users. A meeting should have the following:

 

Agenda

This is simply a list of things that you want to 

discuss in the meeting. It is useful because: 

It helps you plan the meeting, and decide 

how long it will take 

It helps you get through the business of 

the meeting more efficiently 

It gives people a chance to think about the 

issues before the meeting. 

The chair and secretary of the organisation 

normally make up the agenda. You can see an 

example of an agenda in the appendix. 

Minutes 

These are notes that are taken during the 

meeting to remind you what was discussed 

and agreed. They can be short points but need 

to clearly record: 

Who was at the meeting 

Who sent apologies for not being there 

What was said at the meeting (main 

points) 

Decisions made at the meeting and who is 

going to carry them out and by when. 

It is usually the secretary’s job to write up the 

minutes. You can see an example of some 

minutes in the appendix. 

Roles and conflicts between roles 

The management committee should 

concentrate on strategy, policy matters and 

monitoring efficiency and effectiveness. The 

details of how things are done should be left 

to staff and volunteers. However, particularly 

in smaller organisations, it is not easy to be so 

clear-cut. Committee members may be closely 

involved in the day-to-day work and will often 

comment on their experience at the ‘front 

line’. When they are doing this they should try 

to recognise that they are really doing a 

different job, as a volunteer or ordinary 

member, and not confuse it with their 

committee role. 

For example, a committee member may also 

be an Imam of the Mosque and would 

therefore have to be aware of the conflicts 

that may develop. Please see the Charity 

Commission’s website for help on how best to 

manage conflicts in these scenarios. 

Women can take any executive position in a 

Mosque if the congregation or membership is 

inclusive. The matter of adhering to Islamic 

etiquette and decorum is key in maintaining 

Islamic and professional standards. The roles 

should be outcome driven for the sake of Allah 

and so gender should become a secondary 

feature. 

Case study – projects involving 
young people

The York Islamic Centre has young people 

on the management committee. These are 

students who help out with the 

administration and finance of the Mosque, 

and plan youth programmes and activities.

Landscaping an overgrown piece of waste 

ground near a Mosque in Oldham, to 

create a relaxing, natural environment 

with a fruit orchard and wildflower 

meadow

Young people asked to sit on a new-build 

committee for a new Mosque 

development in London

After-school club set up in Slough to help 

underachieving children – young people 

asked to help in the teaching at the 

Mosque

Young people asked to distribute the food 

in all Ramadan iftaries in a Mosque in 

Bradford. A youth committee was set up 

to coordinate the activities.

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

USEFUL LINK 

www.faithassociates.co.uk

www.imamsonline.com

www.madrassah.co.uk

www.themshl.org

www.mosqueiftar.com

www.mosqueopenday.com

Shaukat Warraich 
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:



British Muslim Women in Chaplaincy 
by Professor Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

‘O men! serve your Lord Who created you and those before you so that you may guard 

(against evil).’

(Surah 2, verse 21)

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 
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Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 
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The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 
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found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 
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more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 
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Muslim communities more widely, 
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ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 
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served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:
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‘Bodyworks and Fieldwork: research with 

British Muslim chaplains’, Culture and 

Religion, 11(4): 413-432 (Sophie Gilliat-Ray)
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‘From ‘Visiting Minister’ to ‘Muslim 

Chaplain’: the growth of Muslim chaplaincy 

in Britain, 1970-2007’, in Barker, E. & 

Richardson, J. (eds.), The Centrality of 

Religion in Social Life, Aldershot: Ashgate 

(Sophie Gilliat-Ray)

Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

2012

‘Muslim Chaplains: working at the interface 

of ‘public’ and ‘private’, in Ahmad, W. and 

Sardar, Z (eds.), in ‘Muslim in Britain: Making 

Social and Political Space’ , London: 
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contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 
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chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 
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become chaplains. This chapter will give 
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women who are interested in entering this 
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rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 
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police department, university, or private 
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rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 
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In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 
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The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 
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experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

The Need for Counselling Services in Mosques 

by Razia Bismillah 

"Allah does not place a burden on a self (soul) greater than it can bear" 

(al-Baqara, 2: 286).

In the field of mental health, there is 

widespread acknowledgment that more needs 

to be done to reach out to individuals in 

Muslim communities. Currently there is a 

dearth of Muslim counsellors, particularly 

female Muslim counsellors. Despite 

counselling becoming a more prominent 

feature in our mental health service, there is 

still an incredible lack of understanding of 

mental health needs of Muslim communities 

and how to address them. This is in relation to 

the Muslim belief system, how Muslims 

understand the ‘self’, society, mental health 

and illness. 

The importance of counselling 
service within the structure of the 
Mosque

Greater attention is being given nationally to 

mental health service provision in Britain. 

Currently, Muslims play a very marginal role in 

counselling services in Britain, despite a great 

number of Muslim patients in need of this 

service. The Mosque needs to play a more 

integral role in providing solutions for mental 

health provision in Britain, particularly in 

relation to the Muslim community.  Many 

Muslims currently have inadequate access to 

mental health services due to their 

understanding of what mental health is and 

how to address it. 

         Many Muslim men and women are 

sceptical about seeking counselling from 

non-Muslim counsellors as an option to help 

them cope with their difficulties.  They fear 

that therapists may not have an 

understanding of Islam, or that they may be 

from a different faith, thus fearing they will 

compromise their religious belief.  Another 

reason Muslims may shy away from seeking 

therapy, may be because they believe in 

Taqdeer or Qadar (whatever happens, 

happens by the will of Allah), and all 

adversities need to be born with patience and 

to seek the help of Allah during these trying 

times.  Therefore, religiosity and religious 

coping has a significant influence on Muslims’ 

attitudes towards seeking counselling 

services.  When in distress, Muslims often 

turn to religious resources, such as 

maintaining patience and seeking the help of 

Allah through worship, to cope. Attitudes 

towards seeking counselling are therefore 

shaped significantly   through religious beliefs 

and coping through religious mechanisms. 

Nonetheless, counselling services provided by 

the Mosque can be a valuable support for 

those Muslims who are having difficulties 

giving meaning to this process and trying to 

gain an understanding of the ‘self’ without 

compromising their religious beliefs or 

lifestyles.

         Muslim women can play a dynamic role in 

this field by being able to offer important 

services to Muslim women who may face a 

barrage of religious, spiritual or emotional 

challenges. They maybe victims of abuse; they 

may have suffered harm; they maybe going 

through a crisis of identity or they may have 

self-harmed. Muslim females will need other 

Muslim females they can turn to, who can 

understand the religious, cultural social 

dimension they are speaking from.  

What underpins Islamic 
counselling?

“He who knows himself knows his Lord.”  

(Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)

Islamic counselling is based on the study of 

the ‘self’ (nafsiyyat). The above statement 

shows that counselling involves more than the 

study of the self from a physical and mental 

perspective, but also encompasses an 

understanding of the spiritual dimension as 

well. It puts into perspective the reason for 

human existence itself.  Islamic counselling is 

underpinned by the relationship between the 

human ‘self’ with the Creator. 

In this understanding, Islamic counselling 

builds upon and addresses the following 

notion: that Allah has created us, as relational 

beings, and our early attachment patterns and 

early developmental issues play out in how we 

relate to others.  Sometimes we may 

experience recurring problems and have 

difficulty understanding why something has 

happened to us. Through counselling we 

analyse our behaviours, thoughts and feelings 

and develop an understanding of why we end 

up in such situations over and over again.  

         Self-knowledge of self-limiting patterns of 

behaviour is central to the potential for 

transformation and enables people to live 

resourcefully.  Therefore, it is through an 

understanding of our 'selves' that we are able 

to interpret and make sense of our 

behaviours, thoughts and feelings. This 

process of change is subtle, as it draws on an 

awareness of not only what we know of 

ourselves, but also our attitudes, thought 

processes and actions (behaviours). It is a 

process by which we unlearn self-limiting 

ways of dealing with life situations and learn 

new and resourceful ways of being, when we 

are faced with challenging situations in our 

lives. 
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

In the field of mental health, there is 

widespread acknowledgment that more needs 

to be done to reach out to individuals in 

Muslim communities. Currently there is a 

dearth of Muslim counsellors, particularly 

female Muslim counsellors. Despite 

counselling becoming a more prominent 

feature in our mental health service, there is 

still an incredible lack of understanding of 

mental health needs of Muslim communities 

and how to address them. This is in relation to 

the Muslim belief system, how Muslims 

understand the ‘self’, society, mental health 

and illness. 

The importance of counselling 
service within the structure of the 
Mosque

Greater attention is being given nationally to 

mental health service provision in Britain. 

Currently, Muslims play a very marginal role in 

counselling services in Britain, despite a great 

number of Muslim patients in need of this 

service. The Mosque needs to play a more 

integral role in providing solutions for mental 

health provision in Britain, particularly in 

relation to the Muslim community.  Many 

Muslims currently have inadequate access to 

mental health services due to their 

understanding of what mental health is and 

how to address it. 

         Many Muslim men and women are 

sceptical about seeking counselling from 

non-Muslim counsellors as an option to help 

them cope with their difficulties.  They fear 

that therapists may not have an 

understanding of Islam, or that they may be 

from a different faith, thus fearing they will 

compromise their religious belief.  Another 

reason Muslims may shy away from seeking 

therapy, may be because they believe in 

Taqdeer or Qadar (whatever happens, 

happens by the will of Allah), and all 

adversities need to be born with patience and 

to seek the help of Allah during these trying 

times.  Therefore, religiosity and religious 

coping has a significant influence on Muslims’ 

attitudes towards seeking counselling 

services.  When in distress, Muslims often 

turn to religious resources, such as 

maintaining patience and seeking the help of 

Allah through worship, to cope. Attitudes 

towards seeking counselling are therefore 

shaped significantly   through religious beliefs 

and coping through religious mechanisms. 

Nonetheless, counselling services provided by 

the Mosque can be a valuable support for 

those Muslims who are having difficulties 

giving meaning to this process and trying to 

gain an understanding of the ‘self’ without 

compromising their religious beliefs or 

lifestyles.

         Muslim women can play a dynamic role in 

this field by being able to offer important 

services to Muslim women who may face a 

barrage of religious, spiritual or emotional 

challenges. They maybe victims of abuse; they 

may have suffered harm; they maybe going 

through a crisis of identity or they may have 

self-harmed. Muslim females will need other 

Muslim females they can turn to, who can 

understand the religious, cultural social 

dimension they are speaking from.  

What underpins Islamic 
counselling?

“He who knows himself knows his Lord.”  

(Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)

Islamic counselling is based on the study of 

the ‘self’ (nafsiyyat). The above statement 

shows that counselling involves more than the 

study of the self from a physical and mental 

perspective, but also encompasses an 

understanding of the spiritual dimension as 

well. It puts into perspective the reason for 

human existence itself.  Islamic counselling is 

underpinned by the relationship between the 

human ‘self’ with the Creator. 

In this understanding, Islamic counselling 

builds upon and addresses the following 

notion: that Allah has created us, as relational 

beings, and our early attachment patterns and 

early developmental issues play out in how we 

relate to others.  Sometimes we may 

experience recurring problems and have 

difficulty understanding why something has 

happened to us. Through counselling we 

analyse our behaviours, thoughts and feelings 

and develop an understanding of why we end 

up in such situations over and over again.  

         Self-knowledge of self-limiting patterns of 

behaviour is central to the potential for 

transformation and enables people to live 

resourcefully.  Therefore, it is through an 

understanding of our 'selves' that we are able 

to interpret and make sense of our 

behaviours, thoughts and feelings. This 

process of change is subtle, as it draws on an 

awareness of not only what we know of 

ourselves, but also our attitudes, thought 

processes and actions (behaviours). It is a 

process by which we unlearn self-limiting 

ways of dealing with life situations and learn 

new and resourceful ways of being, when we 

are faced with challenging situations in our 

lives. 
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

In the field of mental health, there is 

widespread acknowledgment that more needs 

to be done to reach out to individuals in 

Muslim communities. Currently there is a 

dearth of Muslim counsellors, particularly 

female Muslim counsellors. Despite 

counselling becoming a more prominent 

feature in our mental health service, there is 

still an incredible lack of understanding of 

mental health needs of Muslim communities 

and how to address them. This is in relation to 

the Muslim belief system, how Muslims 

understand the ‘self’, society, mental health 

and illness. 

The importance of counselling 
service within the structure of the 
Mosque

Greater attention is being given nationally to 

mental health service provision in Britain. 

Currently, Muslims play a very marginal role in 

counselling services in Britain, despite a great 

number of Muslim patients in need of this 

service. The Mosque needs to play a more 

integral role in providing solutions for mental 

health provision in Britain, particularly in 

relation to the Muslim community.  Many 

Muslims currently have inadequate access to 

mental health services due to their 

understanding of what mental health is and 

how to address it. 

         Many Muslim men and women are 

sceptical about seeking counselling from 

non-Muslim counsellors as an option to help 

them cope with their difficulties.  They fear 

that therapists may not have an 

understanding of Islam, or that they may be 

from a different faith, thus fearing they will 

compromise their religious belief.  Another 

reason Muslims may shy away from seeking 

therapy, may be because they believe in 

Taqdeer or Qadar (whatever happens, 

happens by the will of Allah), and all 

adversities need to be born with patience and 

to seek the help of Allah during these trying 

times.  Therefore, religiosity and religious 

coping has a significant influence on Muslims’ 

attitudes towards seeking counselling 

services.  When in distress, Muslims often 

turn to religious resources, such as 

maintaining patience and seeking the help of 

Allah through worship, to cope. Attitudes 

towards seeking counselling are therefore 

shaped significantly   through religious beliefs 

and coping through religious mechanisms. 

Nonetheless, counselling services provided by 

the Mosque can be a valuable support for 

those Muslims who are having difficulties 

giving meaning to this process and trying to 

gain an understanding of the ‘self’ without 

compromising their religious beliefs or 

lifestyles.

         Muslim women can play a dynamic role in 

this field by being able to offer important 

services to Muslim women who may face a 

barrage of religious, spiritual or emotional 

challenges. They maybe victims of abuse; they 

may have suffered harm; they maybe going 

through a crisis of identity or they may have 

self-harmed. Muslim females will need other 

Muslim females they can turn to, who can 

understand the religious, cultural social 

dimension they are speaking from.  

What underpins Islamic 
counselling?

“He who knows himself knows his Lord.”  

(Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)

Islamic counselling is based on the study of 

the ‘self’ (nafsiyyat). The above statement 

shows that counselling involves more than the 

study of the self from a physical and mental 

perspective, but also encompasses an 

understanding of the spiritual dimension as 

well. It puts into perspective the reason for 

human existence itself.  Islamic counselling is 

underpinned by the relationship between the 

human ‘self’ with the Creator. 

In this understanding, Islamic counselling 

builds upon and addresses the following 

notion: that Allah has created us, as relational 

beings, and our early attachment patterns and 

early developmental issues play out in how we 

relate to others.  Sometimes we may 

experience recurring problems and have 

difficulty understanding why something has 

happened to us. Through counselling we 

analyse our behaviours, thoughts and feelings 

and develop an understanding of why we end 

up in such situations over and over again.  

         Self-knowledge of self-limiting patterns of 

behaviour is central to the potential for 

transformation and enables people to live 

resourcefully.  Therefore, it is through an 

understanding of our 'selves' that we are able 

to interpret and make sense of our 

behaviours, thoughts and feelings. This 

process of change is subtle, as it draws on an 

awareness of not only what we know of 

ourselves, but also our attitudes, thought 

processes and actions (behaviours). It is a 

process by which we unlearn self-limiting 

ways of dealing with life situations and learn 

new and resourceful ways of being, when we 

are faced with challenging situations in our 

lives. 
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Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

In the field of mental health, there is 

widespread acknowledgment that more needs 

to be done to reach out to individuals in 

Muslim communities. Currently there is a 

dearth of Muslim counsellors, particularly 

female Muslim counsellors. Despite 

counselling becoming a more prominent 

feature in our mental health service, there is 

still an incredible lack of understanding of 

mental health needs of Muslim communities 

and how to address them. This is in relation to 

the Muslim belief system, how Muslims 

understand the ‘self’, society, mental health 

and illness. 

The importance of counselling 
service within the structure of the 
Mosque

Greater attention is being given nationally to 

mental health service provision in Britain. 

Currently, Muslims play a very marginal role in 

counselling services in Britain, despite a great 

number of Muslim patients in need of this 

service. The Mosque needs to play a more 

integral role in providing solutions for mental 

health provision in Britain, particularly in 

relation to the Muslim community.  Many 

Muslims currently have inadequate access to 

mental health services due to their 

understanding of what mental health is and 

how to address it. 

         Many Muslim men and women are 

sceptical about seeking counselling from 

non-Muslim counsellors as an option to help 

them cope with their difficulties.  They fear 

that therapists may not have an 

understanding of Islam, or that they may be 

from a different faith, thus fearing they will 

compromise their religious belief.  Another 

reason Muslims may shy away from seeking 

therapy, may be because they believe in 

Taqdeer or Qadar (whatever happens, 

happens by the will of Allah), and all 

adversities need to be born with patience and 

to seek the help of Allah during these trying 

times.  Therefore, religiosity and religious 

coping has a significant influence on Muslims’ 

attitudes towards seeking counselling 

services.  When in distress, Muslims often 

turn to religious resources, such as 

maintaining patience and seeking the help of 

Allah through worship, to cope. Attitudes 

towards seeking counselling are therefore 

shaped significantly   through religious beliefs 

and coping through religious mechanisms. 

Nonetheless, counselling services provided by 

the Mosque can be a valuable support for 

those Muslims who are having difficulties 

giving meaning to this process and trying to 

gain an understanding of the ‘self’ without 

compromising their religious beliefs or 

lifestyles.

         Muslim women can play a dynamic role in 

this field by being able to offer important 

services to Muslim women who may face a 

barrage of religious, spiritual or emotional 

challenges. They maybe victims of abuse; they 

may have suffered harm; they maybe going 

through a crisis of identity or they may have 

self-harmed. Muslim females will need other 

Muslim females they can turn to, who can 

understand the religious, cultural social 

dimension they are speaking from.  

What underpins Islamic 
counselling?

“He who knows himself knows his Lord.”  

(Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)

Islamic counselling is based on the study of 

the ‘self’ (nafsiyyat). The above statement 

shows that counselling involves more than the 

study of the self from a physical and mental 

perspective, but also encompasses an 

understanding of the spiritual dimension as 

well. It puts into perspective the reason for 

human existence itself.  Islamic counselling is 

underpinned by the relationship between the 

human ‘self’ with the Creator. 

In this understanding, Islamic counselling 

builds upon and addresses the following 

notion: that Allah has created us, as relational 

beings, and our early attachment patterns and 

early developmental issues play out in how we 

relate to others.  Sometimes we may 

experience recurring problems and have 

difficulty understanding why something has 

happened to us. Through counselling we 

analyse our behaviours, thoughts and feelings 

and develop an understanding of why we end 

up in such situations over and over again.  

         Self-knowledge of self-limiting patterns of 

behaviour is central to the potential for 

transformation and enables people to live 

resourcefully.  Therefore, it is through an 

understanding of our 'selves' that we are able 

to interpret and make sense of our 

behaviours, thoughts and feelings. This 

process of change is subtle, as it draws on an 

awareness of not only what we know of 

ourselves, but also our attitudes, thought 

processes and actions (behaviours). It is a 

process by which we unlearn self-limiting 

ways of dealing with life situations and learn 

new and resourceful ways of being, when we 

are faced with challenging situations in our 

lives. 



Developing pastoral care from the 
Mosque

It is hoped that in the near future that schools, 

hospitals and prisons should be able to 

contact the Mosque to fulfil a number of 

public sector services, particularly in areas of 

mental health and wellbeing. A community of 

chaplains made up of men and women who 

are qualified should be endorsed by the 

Mosque to cater for the mental and spiritual 

needs of their congregations. There is 

pressing need for more Muslim women to 

become chaplains. This chapter will give 

practical advice and guidance for Muslim 

women who are interested in entering this 

vocation. 

 

What is chaplaincy?

Chaplaincy refers to a profession in which a 

chaplain provides services to secular social 

institutions, such as hospitals or prisons. A 

chaplain is a minister, such as a priest, pastor, 

rabbi, imam or lay representative of a religious 

tradition, attached to a secular institution 

such as a hospital, prison, military unit, school, 

police department, university, or private 

chapel. 

Although the roots of chaplaincy are deeply 

rooted in Christian tradition, chaplaincy is 

now also applied to people of other religions 

or philosophical traditions. 

In recent times, many lay people have 

received professional training in chaplaincy 

and are now appointed as chaplains in schools, 

hospitals, universities, prisons and elsewhere 

to work alongside, or instead of, official 

members of the clergy. 

Chaplaincy has a long history in British 

prisons, hospitals, educational institutions, the 

military, and a range of other sectors.  The 

Christian Churches have shaped this sphere of 

work over generations, but with the 

increasing religious diversity of British society 

in the last 50 years, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists 

and members of other traditions have been 

drawn into chaplaincy.  

Chaplaincy and the Muslim community 

Muslims first began to undertake voluntary 

chaplaincy work in Britain (mainly in prisons 

and hospitals) in the early 1970s.  But during 

the 1990s, a number of changes enabled the 

expansion of Muslim chaplaincy, so that there 

are today approximately 450 Muslim 

chaplains in Britain.  They come from a range 

of ‘schools of thought’, and both genders.  

Some Muslim chaplains are qualified Islamic 

scholars, while others bring extensive 

knowledge of social policy, education, or social 

work to their role. 

In 2008 to 2012, a major research project was 

undertaken by Cardiff University, in 

collaboration with Markfield Institute of 

Higher Education in Leicester, to study 

Muslim chaplaincy in the UK. The research 

found that Muslim chaplains in prisons and 

hospitals have increased since the 1990s, 

which has had significant effect on how 

chaplaincy is understood and practised – and 

even on the development of Islam in Britain.

The study analysed:

The practices and theology that underpin 

the work chaplains carry out, 

What kinds of religious and scriptural 

resources they use to conduct their work, 

How Muslim chaplains navigate their way 

through the politics of their institutions, 

their new profession, and the broader 

‘politics’ surrounding Muslims in Britain 

more widely,

Whether the work of Muslim chaplains is 

shaping ideas about religious leadership in 

Muslim communities more widely, 

Lastly, whether the role of the Muslim 

chaplain influences the expectations 

about the role of the imam generally?

The research had a number of important 

findings.  Muslim chaplaincy is seen by many 

as an avenue to carve a new area of Muslim 

leadership in Britain. Muslim chaplains have 

become increasingly professionalised, with a 

stake in the institutions they serve, and a 

commitment to maintain professional 

standards. They have to combine this with 

their faith leadership role in new and creative 

ways. Because they have to offer clear 

teaching and guidance to all Muslims in the 

institutions they serve, chaplaincies tend to 

foster a form of Islam, which transcends 

differences between different legal schools, 

and offers a single message.

Chaplains also spoke of learning from the 

wide cultural backgrounds of those they 

served, and broadening their own 

understanding in the process. Various 

traditions are drawn upon to interpret Islamic 

law in context. They bridge linguistic and 

cultural divides, and serve to mediate 

between differences and connect the worlds 

of elderly, first generation South-Asian Urdu 

speaking migrants and younger generations of 

British-born Muslims.

The research used a number of case studies, 

which demonstrated the importance of the 

religious-ethical dimension of chaplaincy for 

Muslims in Britain. For example, Rehana Sadiq 

who works as a chaplain for Birmingham 

Hospital played an important part in in the 

research report, not only by taking part in an 

interview, but also by allowing her work to be 

observed ‘in situ’, and contributing to an end 

of project conference.  

The research team were particularly struck by 

her skills in working with mixed-faith families, 

especially at times of life and death.  For 

example, if a Muslim patient dies whose next 

of kin were not Muslim, she made a point of 

ensuring that the Imam leading the funeral 

prayer took account of the pastoral needs of 

the grieving family by explain the rituals to 

them. Rehana also tries to make sure they feel 

involved in the ceremony as much as possible.  

In her own words she says:

‘Sometimes I do go to funeral arrangements, 

particularly when it’s a mixed family. For example 

a brother that died whose family were all 

Christian…I made sure I went to the Mosque so 

that the family would feel that they were part of 

the funeral because they feel that this is their 

loved one and don’t know what’s happening.

         The Muslim community do prayers over our 

loved one and we’re just standing here. These 

families can feel left out and some terrible things 

can happen and do happen I’m afraid to say, so 

I’m very protective about that and I will try to 

ensure that I am there and I will speak to whoever 

I can beforehand.

         I will talk to the imam of the Mosque and I 

will say, “please, if you brother will speak and say 

some English words for the family to feel that 

they are part of this funeral process”, or if now, get 

somebody else in to say something or I will find 

somebody to come in or I’ll do it myself if you 

want, but could we please make them feel that 

they were part of it as well”.  I’ll do that kind of 

thing’.

Do Muslim women have a role to 
play in chaplaincy?

Currently, very few Muslim chaplains are 

female and even a smaller number of these 

can be considered ‘religious scholars’ and 

most of them work part-time. Nevertheless, 

chaplaincy is increasingly being recognised as 

an important area in which to forge new 

female leadership roles in Islam. For this 

reason Muslim women have a vital role to play 

in chaplaincy.  This is especially the case in 

hospital wards, which deal with issues 

particularly sensitive for women, such as 

gynaecology, obstetrics and special care baby 

units. 

Furthermore, another area where Muslim 

women can play a vital role is in women’s 

prisons. They can be a source of comfort and 

act as spiritual mentors for Muslim female 

inmates who may need this support. 

By now, there are a number of experienced 

female prison and hospital chaplains in 

Britain, who have blazed a trail that other 

Muslim women are now actively exploring.  

Chaplaincy provides a unique way for Muslims 

to share their knowledge for the benefit of 

their clients, their families, their fellow staff, 

and society more broadly.  

What avenues are available for 
Muslim women to become 
chaplains?

There are a number of avenues for becoming a 

chaplain.  Some chaplains have relevant prior 

experience, such as counselling, or teaching, 

and some might have taken an advanced 

Islamic studies curriculum.   Different sectors 

have differing requirements, but an ability to 

relate Islamic knowledge to the context they 

are working in is essential.  Some people 

explore their vocation by taking the 

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education in Leicester.  

This course requires students to undertake a 

60-hour voluntary placement, at the end of 

which, students often have a sense of their 

suitability for chaplaincy work.  

Certificate in Muslim Chaplaincy at Markfield 

Institute of Higher Education

The development of specific courses, which 

facilitate and train professionals working in 

the areas of chaplaincy and pastoral care are 

illustrated by the current situation of Muslim 

communities in the UK particularly, and in 

Europe generally. It is with this in mind that 

MIHE devised a course in the ‘Training of 

Muslim Chaplains’ in 2003 and has delivered 

successfully ever since. The aim is to 

contribute to the creation of sound and stable 

communities able to function harmoniously 

within the framework and institutions of 

wider society.  For more information visit the 

Markfield Institute of high Education website. 

The course has two parts, theoretical and 

practical.

The theoretical part consists of: 

Introduction to chaplaincy work 

Introduction to the Criminal Justice 

System 

Introduction to the Health Service System 

Introduction to the Education System 

Methodology of communication 

Pastoral care in Islam 

Counselling skills – listening skills 

Spiritual development – an Islamic 

perspective 

Interfaith relations

The course is designed to integrate theory and 

practise and to develop good learning 

patterns for the future. 

For practical training, students will undertake 

supervised training in either HM Prison 

Service, NHS Hospital or in Further or Higher 

Education chaplaincy.

Further reading: 

For further reading to learn more about 

chaplaincy in Britain relating to Islam and 

Muslims please see the following resources. 

In September 2013 Ashgate published 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy by Sophie 

Gilliat-Ray, Mansur Ali, and Stephen Pattison.  

Other publications include:

The Islamic counselling model

“Verily never will Allah (Exalted and Majestic) change the condition of a people until 

they change what is in their hearts.’ 

(Ar Ra’ad, 13: 11)

The study of the self is complex and core to 

our human existence.  There are two types of 

‘self’: 

       The true self (the “observing self”)

The “true self” is what we as humans need, in 

order to recognise our self-worth and purpose 

in this universe.  However, as humans we 

adapt to others in order to get our needs met.  

      The “false self” (the adapted self)

The “false self” is our learned self that masks 

who we really are. By adapting to what we 

think others expect of us we create of our 

“false self”.  We develop and adapt our 

personality in response to our early 

experiences from our caregivers and continue 

to use this in adulthood. 

Humans have a tendency to repress certain 

emotions, which were not allowed by our 

caregivers. It is such repressed emotions, 

which form the basis of our “false self” 

consequently leading to the distress we 

experience and find it difficult to understand.  

Through the counselling relationship one is 

able to get in touch with their repressed 

emotions and to experience it and accept their 

humaneness of being imperfect and to allow 

space to facilitate change. Our imperfection 

distinguishes us from our Creator, in that 

Allah is perfect, and we as humans cannot 

attain a state of perfection (but can aspire for 

one).

2
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What skills and knowledge should Muslim counsellors have?

Consider the human self and how it is formed in accordance with what it is meant to 

be.  And how it is imbued with the consciousness of God. 

(Surah 91: verses 7-8 Quran).

Counsellors with good knowledge about 

Islamic values and religious coping 

mechanisms would be effective in providing 

this type of service.  There may be a need to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of 

Islamic perspectives on mental health issues 

that would guide the mental health 

professionals to formulate appropriate 

assessments and treatment plans.  A 

combination of useful psychotherapeutic 

approaches together with religious 

understanding of Islam may be helpful in 

treating Muslim clients.  

A trained, qualified professional counsellor 

will not only listen to whatever you wish to 

talk about but will respectfully challenge your 

perceptions or position when necessary. They 

will offer you new insights by becoming aware 

of your past experiences which may be 

influencing your present life. The counsellor 

will allow you to make informed decisions and 

choices on key facts that you present during 

the sessions.

To be a competent counsellor there are a 

number of qualities you must possess, along 

with a few attitudes, which you should 

develop. It is a counsellor’s responsibility to 

make the client feel at ease within the 

counselling process. Building rapport and 

creating a counselling relationship that uses 

trust as a solid foundation, is a key 

requirement and counsellors must also be 

able to demonstrate genuine, caring 

attributes.

Some essential qualities of the counselling 

relationship are (Saunders, P: 2002):

The counsellor shows deep respect for the 

client

The client will feel safe enough to be 

challenged

The client will feel valued as a person.

The counsellor does not judge the client. 

The overall aim of counselling is to help clients 

work towards living in a more satisfying and 

resourceful way. Counselling may be 

concerned with addressing and resolving 

specific problems; making decisions for 

yourself; coping with crisis; developing 

personal insights and knowledge; working 

through feelings of inner conflict or improving 

relationships with others.

Being a counsellor is an endlessly challenging 

and yet a rewarding and satisfying vocation, 

especially when you witness how your 

relationship with your client has brought 

about profound changes in his or her life.  

There are many modes within which 

counselling can take place. These can range 

from traditional one to one therapy to group 

therapy, family therapy, couples therapy, help 

line, online therapy, art therapy, etc.  There are 

three different approaches to practicing 

counselling which range from:  Behavioural 

Therapies, Psychoanalytical and 

Psychodynamic Therapies and Humanistic 

Therapies.  In practice, the use of any of the 

approaches is used as a process of 

understanding the client, by which the 

counsellor draws on an understanding from 

his or her training to help facilitate change for 

the client.

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Counsellors with good knowledge about 

Islamic values and religious coping 

mechanisms would be effective in providing 

this type of service.  There may be a need to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of 

Islamic perspectives on mental health issues 

that would guide the mental health 

professionals to formulate appropriate 

assessments and treatment plans.  A 

combination of useful psychotherapeutic 

approaches together with religious 

understanding of Islam may be helpful in 

treating Muslim clients.  

A trained, qualified professional counsellor 

will not only listen to whatever you wish to 

talk about but will respectfully challenge your 

perceptions or position when necessary. They 

will offer you new insights by becoming aware 

of your past experiences which may be 

influencing your present life. The counsellor 

will allow you to make informed decisions and 

choices on key facts that you present during 

the sessions.

To be a competent counsellor there are a 

number of qualities you must possess, along 

with a few attitudes, which you should 

develop. It is a counsellor’s responsibility to 

make the client feel at ease within the 

counselling process. Building rapport and 

creating a counselling relationship that uses 

trust as a solid foundation, is a key 

requirement and counsellors must also be 

able to demonstrate genuine, caring 

attributes.

Some essential qualities of the counselling 

relationship are (Saunders, P: 2002):

The counsellor shows deep respect for the 

client

The client will feel safe enough to be 

challenged

The client will feel valued as a person.

The counsellor does not judge the client. 

The overall aim of counselling is to help clients 

work towards living in a more satisfying and 

resourceful way. Counselling may be 

concerned with addressing and resolving 

specific problems; making decisions for 

yourself; coping with crisis; developing 

personal insights and knowledge; working 

through feelings of inner conflict or improving 

relationships with others.

Being a counsellor is an endlessly challenging 

and yet a rewarding and satisfying vocation, 

especially when you witness how your 

relationship with your client has brought 

about profound changes in his or her life.  

There are many modes within which 

counselling can take place. These can range 

from traditional one to one therapy to group 

therapy, family therapy, couples therapy, help 

line, online therapy, art therapy, etc.  There are 

three different approaches to practicing 

counselling which range from:  Behavioural 

Therapies, Psychoanalytical and 

Psychodynamic Therapies and Humanistic 

Therapies.  In practice, the use of any of the 

approaches is used as a process of 

understanding the client, by which the 

counsellor draws on an understanding from 

his or her training to help facilitate change for 

the client.

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.



Women’s roles in Bereavement Counselling 
by Razia Bismillah 

 “Surely we belong to Allah and unto Him we shall return.”

(Qur’an: Surah Al-Baqarah, 2:156)

Funerals are the most challenging time for 

family members. Many if not all funerals pass 

through the main masajid or an adjoining 

building. In the effort to complete the ritual 

aspect of funerals without delay, the process 

happens so quick that women are often not 

involved. The main issue with this is that it 

becomes increasingly difficult for female 

family members in particular to gain closure 

after the death of a loved one. This chapter 

will outline the need that exists for women to 

be on hand in bereavement support for 

females and the support the Mosque should 

be providing to facilitate this. 

Bereavement counselling is a specialised area 

of counselling, which is used to support 

individuals who have experienced loss.  This 

loss can be the loss of a loved one, loss of 

identity, loss of good health (e.g. cancer), 

miscarriage etc.  Counselling is recommended 

for those who find their loss overwhelming 

and those whose life becomes adversely 

affected by their grief.

Grief is often the emotional response to the 

loss that individuals experience.  These 

emotions can range from sadness, anger, 

anxiety, guilt, to depression.  When these 

emotions become overwhelming and start to 

affect an individual’s daily life then 

bereavement counselling may be sought in 

order to explore these emotions that are 

weighing them down.  Grief may affect may 

affect an individually emotionally, physically, 

mentally and also affect the way they relate to 

others. Bereavement counselling supports 

such individuals to cope with their grief 

effectively.

The Islamic understanding of 
death

The concept of death and the afterlife in Islam 

is derived from the Qur’an.  Muslims believe 

that death is the return of the soul to its 

Creator, Allah. In Islam, death is a transition 

from one state of existence to the next, (from 

a worldly state to a heavenly state).  Death is 

explained in detail from how the soul leaves 

the body, and what Muslims should do before, 

during, and after the death. Muslims are 

encouraged to think of death and to believe 

that life is a trial and a test.   

As humans we all share one common belief 

that death is inevitable.  This is mentioned in 

the Qur’an: “Every soul shall taste death” 

(Surah Al-Imran, 3:185). Muslims are urged to 

observe patience when afflicted by loss as 

Allah declares:  “And give glad tidings to the 

afflicted ones”.  The attributes of the patient 

ones are:  “Those who when an adversity 

afflicts them, they say:  Verily to Allah do we 

belong and unto Him we shall return”.  

It is narrated in Bukhari (v.1, p.174), that it is 

permissible for the heart to be grieved upon 

the demise of someone, or for the eyes to shed 

tears, or the tongue to express grief and these 

are not considered as signs of impatience.  It is 

narrated that at the time of the death of 

Ibrahim, the son of Prophet Muhammad 

(pbuh), tears welled up in the Prophet’s eyes.  

Hadhrat Abdurahman Bin Auf (ra) enquired, 

“How is it that you weep”, The Prophet (pbuh) 

replied:  “This is natural compassion which 

Allah has placed in the heart.  Tears may flow 

and the heart may be grieved, but the tongue 

will say that which is pleasing to Allah.  O 

Ibrahim!  We are indeed saddened by your 

separation.”  Muslims are encouraged to 

endure difficulties with patience and are 

discouraged to utter statements that object to 

what Allah has decreed for them. Grief at the 

death of a beloved person is normal, and 

weeping for the dead is allowed in Islam.  

What is prohibited is to express grief by 

wailing, mourning in a loud voice, shrieking, 

beating the chest and cheeks, tearing hair or 

clothes, breaking things or scratching faces or 

saying phrases that will lead one towards 

unbelief. 

                  Islam prescribes that family and 

friends should comfort the bereaved person 

by visiting them, strengthening their faith, 

offering them food, and reciting the Qur'an. 

The period of outward mourning lasts no 

more than three days.  For a woman who has 

experienced the demise of her husband the 

mourning period is four months and ten days. 

You might need help if you experience the 

following symptoms over a pronged period of 

time:

You are either sleeping too much or not 

getting enough sleep and feeling exhausted

You neglect yourself or your family, for 

example you have a lost your appetite or are 

comfort eating. 

You feel stuck and find it difficult to go on 

without the person you’ve lost

The emotions you feel are very intense and is 

affecting your day to day life, for example you 

can’t face going to work or you’re displacing 

your anger on others.

What to expect from bereavement 
counselling

When a person seeks help from a counsellor, 

he or she may be asked about their loss, about 

the relationship they had with the deceased, 

and a bit about the person’s life and history. 

This is in order to identify if there is 

underlying trauma or grief that has not been 

dealt with in the past and to understand what 

coping mechanisms the individual uses in such 

situations.  

The answers to the above will often tap into 

the individual’s grief and any emotional 

outbursts that arise are encouraged and not 

censored by the counsellor.  The counselling 

relationship will provide a safe space for the 

individual to express and understand their 

grief.  Everyone copes differently with grief 

and there is no right or wrong way to deal with 

grief.  There may be certain phases of grief 

that individuals may experience.  This is 

sometimes referred to the cycle of grief as 

theorised by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross.  She 

described grief as a five-stage process: denial, 

anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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happens so quick that women are often not 

involved. The main issue with this is that it 

becomes increasingly difficult for female 

family members in particular to gain closure 

after the death of a loved one. This chapter 

will outline the need that exists for women to 

be on hand in bereavement support for 

females and the support the Mosque should 

be providing to facilitate this. 

Bereavement counselling is a specialised area 

of counselling, which is used to support 

individuals who have experienced loss.  This 

loss can be the loss of a loved one, loss of 

identity, loss of good health (e.g. cancer), 

miscarriage etc.  Counselling is recommended 

for those who find their loss overwhelming 

and those whose life becomes adversely 

affected by their grief.

Grief is often the emotional response to the 

loss that individuals experience.  These 

emotions can range from sadness, anger, 

anxiety, guilt, to depression.  When these 

emotions become overwhelming and start to 

affect an individual’s daily life then 

bereavement counselling may be sought in 

order to explore these emotions that are 

weighing them down.  Grief may affect may 

affect an individually emotionally, physically, 

mentally and also affect the way they relate to 

others. Bereavement counselling supports 

such individuals to cope with their grief 

effectively.

The Islamic understanding of 
death

The concept of death and the afterlife in Islam 

is derived from the Qur’an.  Muslims believe 

that death is the return of the soul to its 

Creator, Allah. In Islam, death is a transition 

from one state of existence to the next, (from 

a worldly state to a heavenly state).  Death is 

explained in detail from how the soul leaves 

the body, and what Muslims should do before, 

during, and after the death. Muslims are 

encouraged to think of death and to believe 

that life is a trial and a test.   

As humans we all share one common belief 

that death is inevitable.  This is mentioned in 

the Qur’an: “Every soul shall taste death” 

(Surah Al-Imran, 3:185). Muslims are urged to 

observe patience when afflicted by loss as 

Allah declares:  “And give glad tidings to the 

afflicted ones”.  The attributes of the patient 

ones are:  “Those who when an adversity 

afflicts them, they say:  Verily to Allah do we 

belong and unto Him we shall return”.  

It is narrated in Bukhari (v.1, p.174), that it is 

permissible for the heart to be grieved upon 

the demise of someone, or for the eyes to shed 

tears, or the tongue to express grief and these 

are not considered as signs of impatience.  It is 

narrated that at the time of the death of 

Ibrahim, the son of Prophet Muhammad 

(pbuh), tears welled up in the Prophet’s eyes.  

Hadhrat Abdurahman Bin Auf (ra) enquired, 

“How is it that you weep”, The Prophet (pbuh) 

replied:  “This is natural compassion which 

Allah has placed in the heart.  Tears may flow 

and the heart may be grieved, but the tongue 

will say that which is pleasing to Allah.  O 

Ibrahim!  We are indeed saddened by your 

separation.”  Muslims are encouraged to 

endure difficulties with patience and are 

discouraged to utter statements that object to 

what Allah has decreed for them. Grief at the 
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                  Islam prescribes that family and 
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grief.  Everyone copes differently with grief 
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grief.  There may be certain phases of grief 

that individuals may experience.  This is 

sometimes referred to the cycle of grief as 

theorised by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross.  She 

described grief as a five-stage process: denial, 

anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.
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such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 
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Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 
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existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 
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by later generations, who can only aspire to 
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encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 
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Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 
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IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 
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Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 
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guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 
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tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 
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Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 
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past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 
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various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 
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designated texts or assisting in building a 
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In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 
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purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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explained in detail from how the soul leaves 

the body, and what Muslims should do before, 

during, and after the death. Muslims are 

encouraged to think of death and to believe 
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As humans we all share one common belief 

that death is inevitable.  This is mentioned in 

the Qur’an: “Every soul shall taste death” 

(Surah Al-Imran, 3:185). Muslims are urged to 

observe patience when afflicted by loss as 

Allah declares:  “And give glad tidings to the 

afflicted ones”.  The attributes of the patient 

ones are:  “Those who when an adversity 

afflicts them, they say:  Verily to Allah do we 

belong and unto Him we shall return”.  

It is narrated in Bukhari (v.1, p.174), that it is 

permissible for the heart to be grieved upon 

the demise of someone, or for the eyes to shed 

tears, or the tongue to express grief and these 

are not considered as signs of impatience.  It is 

narrated that at the time of the death of 

Ibrahim, the son of Prophet Muhammad 

(pbuh), tears welled up in the Prophet’s eyes.  

Hadhrat Abdurahman Bin Auf (ra) enquired, 

“How is it that you weep”, The Prophet (pbuh) 

replied:  “This is natural compassion which 

Allah has placed in the heart.  Tears may flow 

and the heart may be grieved, but the tongue 

will say that which is pleasing to Allah.  O 

Ibrahim!  We are indeed saddened by your 

separation.”  Muslims are encouraged to 

endure difficulties with patience and are 

discouraged to utter statements that object to 

what Allah has decreed for them. Grief at the 

death of a beloved person is normal, and 

weeping for the dead is allowed in Islam.  

What is prohibited is to express grief by 

wailing, mourning in a loud voice, shrieking, 

beating the chest and cheeks, tearing hair or 

clothes, breaking things or scratching faces or 

saying phrases that will lead one towards 

unbelief. 

                  Islam prescribes that family and 

friends should comfort the bereaved person 

by visiting them, strengthening their faith, 

offering them food, and reciting the Qur'an. 

The period of outward mourning lasts no 

more than three days.  For a woman who has 

experienced the demise of her husband the 

mourning period is four months and ten days. 

You might need help if you experience the 

following symptoms over a pronged period of 

time:

You are either sleeping too much or not 

getting enough sleep and feeling exhausted

You neglect yourself or your family, for 

example you have a lost your appetite or are 

comfort eating. 

You feel stuck and find it difficult to go on 

without the person you’ve lost

The emotions you feel are very intense and is 

affecting your day to day life, for example you 

can’t face going to work or you’re displacing 

your anger on others.

What to expect from bereavement 
counselling

When a person seeks help from a counsellor, 

he or she may be asked about their loss, about 

the relationship they had with the deceased, 

and a bit about the person’s life and history. 

This is in order to identify if there is 

underlying trauma or grief that has not been 

dealt with in the past and to understand what 

coping mechanisms the individual uses in such 

situations.  

The answers to the above will often tap into 

the individual’s grief and any emotional 

outbursts that arise are encouraged and not 

censored by the counsellor.  The counselling 

relationship will provide a safe space for the 

individual to express and understand their 

grief.  Everyone copes differently with grief 

and there is no right or wrong way to deal with 

grief.  There may be certain phases of grief 

that individuals may experience.  This is 

sometimes referred to the cycle of grief as 

theorised by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross.  She 

described grief as a five-stage process: denial, 

anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Funerals are the most challenging time for 

family members. Many if not all funerals pass 

through the main masajid or an adjoining 

building. In the effort to complete the ritual 

aspect of funerals without delay, the process 

happens so quick that women are often not 

involved. The main issue with this is that it 

becomes increasingly difficult for female 

family members in particular to gain closure 

after the death of a loved one. This chapter 

will outline the need that exists for women to 

be on hand in bereavement support for 

females and the support the Mosque should 

be providing to facilitate this. 

Bereavement counselling is a specialised area 

of counselling, which is used to support 

individuals who have experienced loss.  This 

loss can be the loss of a loved one, loss of 

identity, loss of good health (e.g. cancer), 

miscarriage etc.  Counselling is recommended 

for those who find their loss overwhelming 

and those whose life becomes adversely 

affected by their grief.

Grief is often the emotional response to the 

loss that individuals experience.  These 

emotions can range from sadness, anger, 

anxiety, guilt, to depression.  When these 

emotions become overwhelming and start to 

affect an individual’s daily life then 

bereavement counselling may be sought in 

order to explore these emotions that are 

weighing them down.  Grief may affect may 

affect an individually emotionally, physically, 

mentally and also affect the way they relate to 

others. Bereavement counselling supports 

such individuals to cope with their grief 

effectively.

The Islamic understanding of 
death

The concept of death and the afterlife in Islam 

is derived from the Qur’an.  Muslims believe 

that death is the return of the soul to its 

Creator, Allah. In Islam, death is a transition 

from one state of existence to the next, (from 

a worldly state to a heavenly state).  Death is 

explained in detail from how the soul leaves 

the body, and what Muslims should do before, 

during, and after the death. Muslims are 

encouraged to think of death and to believe 

that life is a trial and a test.   

As humans we all share one common belief 

that death is inevitable.  This is mentioned in 

the Qur’an: “Every soul shall taste death” 

(Surah Al-Imran, 3:185). Muslims are urged to 

observe patience when afflicted by loss as 

Allah declares:  “And give glad tidings to the 

afflicted ones”.  The attributes of the patient 

ones are:  “Those who when an adversity 

afflicts them, they say:  Verily to Allah do we 

belong and unto Him we shall return”.  

It is narrated in Bukhari (v.1, p.174), that it is 

permissible for the heart to be grieved upon 

the demise of someone, or for the eyes to shed 

tears, or the tongue to express grief and these 

are not considered as signs of impatience.  It is 

narrated that at the time of the death of 

Ibrahim, the son of Prophet Muhammad 

(pbuh), tears welled up in the Prophet’s eyes.  

Hadhrat Abdurahman Bin Auf (ra) enquired, 

“How is it that you weep”, The Prophet (pbuh) 

replied:  “This is natural compassion which 

Allah has placed in the heart.  Tears may flow 

and the heart may be grieved, but the tongue 

will say that which is pleasing to Allah.  O 

Ibrahim!  We are indeed saddened by your 

separation.”  Muslims are encouraged to 

endure difficulties with patience and are 

discouraged to utter statements that object to 

what Allah has decreed for them. Grief at the 

death of a beloved person is normal, and 

weeping for the dead is allowed in Islam.  

What is prohibited is to express grief by 

wailing, mourning in a loud voice, shrieking, 

beating the chest and cheeks, tearing hair or 

clothes, breaking things or scratching faces or 

saying phrases that will lead one towards 

unbelief. 

                  Islam prescribes that family and 

friends should comfort the bereaved person 

by visiting them, strengthening their faith, 

offering them food, and reciting the Qur'an. 

The period of outward mourning lasts no 

more than three days.  For a woman who has 

experienced the demise of her husband the 

mourning period is four months and ten days. 

You might need help if you experience the 

following symptoms over a pronged period of 

time:

You are either sleeping too much or not 

getting enough sleep and feeling exhausted

You neglect yourself or your family, for 

example you have a lost your appetite or are 

comfort eating. 

You feel stuck and find it difficult to go on 

without the person you’ve lost

The emotions you feel are very intense and is 

affecting your day to day life, for example you 

can’t face going to work or you’re displacing 

your anger on others.

What to expect from bereavement 
counselling

When a person seeks help from a counsellor, 

he or she may be asked about their loss, about 

the relationship they had with the deceased, 

and a bit about the person’s life and history. 

This is in order to identify if there is 

underlying trauma or grief that has not been 

dealt with in the past and to understand what 

coping mechanisms the individual uses in such 

situations.  

The answers to the above will often tap into 

the individual’s grief and any emotional 

outbursts that arise are encouraged and not 

censored by the counsellor.  The counselling 

relationship will provide a safe space for the 

individual to express and understand their 

grief.  Everyone copes differently with grief 

and there is no right or wrong way to deal with 

grief.  There may be certain phases of grief 

that individuals may experience.  This is 

sometimes referred to the cycle of grief as 

theorised by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross.  She 

described grief as a five-stage process: denial, 

anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.

When you lose someone you love, you can feel 

that your life doesn’t have much meaning, or 

that you no longer have anything to offer.  

Adjusting to a death is gradual and happens 

differently for everyone. An understanding of 

Islamic beliefs and the teachings of Islam is an 

invaluable tool when counselling Muslim 

clients who are experiencing grief.

Razia Bismillah 



Reviving female scholarship in Islam

Sayidduna Abu Musa al-Ashari (RA), one of the great male companions, said, “No 

hadith presented us companions of the Prophet (PBUH) with difficulty but that we 

would ask Sayyida Aisha (RA) about it and we found she had knowledge of it 

(Tirmidhi).” 

Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

by Shaykha Safia Shahid

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.

90



Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.
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Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 

lasting impact on Islamic civilisation. 

Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 

transmission (a ‘camel load’) she acquired in 

her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 

the most prestigious institutes in Damascus. 

The great traveller Ibn Battuta, as well as 

many others, benefited from her during his 

stay in Damascus.

Fatima al-Fihri founded the University of 

Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, the oldest still in 

existence. She was an educated and ambitious 

woman who devoted her inherited fortune to 

pioneering this great centre of learning.

Rabia al-Adawiyya was one of the greatest 

saints, remembered for her devotion, piety 

and absorption in the service of God. 

Muslim women enjoyed a prominent presence 

in Islamic scholarly society. The great feats of 

knowledge they achieved can only be admired 

by later generations, who can only aspire to 

revive this lost legacy. Tragically, in the 

modern age, female achievement in Islamic 

scholarship is rare. Very few Muslim women 

are immersing themselves in this course of 

study and benefitting others with their 

knowledge.

In the light of these and other past 

inspirational real life examples of female 

achievement, this chapter will provide a 

practical insight into how Muslim women can 

benefit the communities in which they live. 

The importance of seeking 
knowledge in the Islamic tradition 
 

In Islam, both males and females are 

encouraged to flourish in society; one of the 

more profound ways by which they can be 

elevated to high rank is through the 

acquisition of knowledge and its practice. 

Islam places significant virtue on those who 

follow the path of sacred knowledge. In the 

Noble Quran, Allah says, “Are those who know 

equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 

answer is obvious, for how can a pious scholar 

be equated with one bereft of knowledge? 

Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 

degrees those of you who believe and those 

who have been granted knowledge.” (Quran: 

58:11). 

A tradition of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 

for, He gives him understanding of the 

religion.” (Bukhari). He (PBUH) also said: “The 

learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.

The need for scholarship 
 

IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 

existence of God in light of scientific and 

philosophical discussions, evolution, the role 

of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.

The Islamic tradition does not deprive women 

of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 

again be at the forefront of Islamic 

scholarship.

 Shaykha Safia Shahid

0293



Islamic history is replete with examples of 

women who excelled in Islamic disciplines 

such as Hadith, Islamic law, Arabic and 

spirituality. Women used to study, teach, 

author books and issue legal edicts (fatwas). 

Moreover, they were sought for their 

knowledge and were consulted on important 

affairs.

This heritage has seen some of the most 

brilliant females, such as Zainab bint al-Kamal, 

Fatima al-Fihri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, leave a 
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Zaynab bint al-Kamal, a great hadith scholar, 

was noted for the numerous ijazas of hadith 
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her lifetime. She delivered lectures in some of 
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equal to those who do not know?” (39:9). The 
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Furthermore, He says, “Allah will exalt in 
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(PBUH) states, “Whoever Allah wants good 
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learned are the heirs of the Prophets. The 

Prophets did not leave behind a legacy of 

money but they left knowledge. Whoever 

takes it takes a bountiful share.”

 

The Islamic tradition does not favour men 

over females in the attainment of this glory. 

Far from inhibiting female learning, the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) emphasised this 

when he said: “Seeking knowledge is 

obligatory upon every Muslim,” – male and 

female.
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IIslam provides clarity for the challenges of 

the modern age. Scholars are required to 

respond to any challenges regarding the 
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of women in society, extremism, technology, 

social media and so on. Women versed in the 

Islamic tradition are needed to help bridge the 

gap between traditional knowledge and 

contemporary debates. They are also needed 

to fulfil the educational and spiritual needs of 

other women. Moreover, they are ideal role 

models for their children and hence play an 

important role in nurturing the next 

generation of Muslims.

 

There is a desperate need to educate and 

guide in an ever-increasingly confusing world. 

Teaching is a responsibility of the inheritors of 

the Prophets, the Ulema (learned scholars). 

One of the earliest examples of female 

scholarship in Islam is embodied in the 

personality and historical role of Sayyida 

Aisha (RA), the beloved wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH). Her contribution to the 

preservation of the religion continues to 

benefit both men and women to this day. 

Nurtured in the prophetic household, the 

legacy of Sayyida Aisha (RA) is testimony to 

the inclusivity of females in the Islamic 

tradition and the care of the Prophet (PBUH) 

in teaching female companions in scholarship.

Steps to becoming a scholar
 

Females are an integral part of society and 

Islam grants them the opportunity to inherit 

the Prophetic legacy. The great legacy of the 

past needs to be revived so that women can 

regain the voice that has been blurred in 

recent times.

 

An ijazah is a grant of permission that 

indicates that one has been authorised to 

transmit a certain subject or text of Islamic 

knowledge. It enables one to teach and 

preserves the integrity of the knowledge. 

Since “This matter is Religion, so be careful 

from whom you take your religion,” a strong 

emphasis is placed on obtaining knowledge 

from sound sources. Scholars usually grant 

ijazah to those they deem to be qualified.

 

Many mosques and institutes in the UK are 

seeking qualified female teachers; there are 

various opportunities that women may 

explore in this respect, including teaching 

adults. Posts may include the teaching of 

designated texts or assisting in building a 

curriculum. Such mosques and institutes of 

learning can nourish spiritual growth for 

women in the community at the grassroots 

level, away from worldly distractions.
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of the care of the soul and sainthood. In their 

quest for the Divine, women may, in fact, 

reach ranks their male counterparts may not; 

Divine Grace may be showered on a wife 

while her husband is deprived. Female 

teachers can play the pivotal role of fulfilling 

the educational and spiritual needs of both 

males and females.

In children’s madrassas, young Muslims are 

taught the Noble Quran at an early age and 

given basic guidance to be good Muslims. This 

includes the basics of cleanliness and prayer, 

good manners and morals and basic 

knowledge relating to beliefs. Those who 

enjoy working with children may find it very 

rewarding to help children become grounded 

in their religion.

If a local community lacks a madrassa, this 

should not pose an obstacle. Even setting up a 

madrassa at home serves the very important 

function of imparting the foundations of 

religion to children. Those who wish to open a 

public madrassa may secure a venue for this 

purpose.

Women may also hold gatherings for the 

remembrance of Allah Ta’ala at mosques, 

institutes or homes. These gatherings help to 

reconnect to Allah Ta’ala and purify the heart. 

Allah Ta'ala says, “O you who believe, make 

abundant remembrance of Allah.” (Quran: 

33:41).

Recognition of one’s condition of service 

before one’s Creator is a means to a spiritually 

fulfilling life. Participating in such gatherings 

assists in nourishing the soul and attaining the 

mercy of Allah. The Prophet (PBUH) said, “No 

people sit and remember Allah except that the 

angels surround them, mercy covers them, 

tranquillity descends upon them, and Allah 

mentions them to those who are with Him 

(Muslim).” He further said, “Surely, there are 

angels of Allah who conduct patrolling in 

search of remembrance assemblies (Majalis 

al-Dhikr). When they find such an assembly, 

they join and sit with them…(Muslim).”

Organisation of activities such as archery, 

camping, and retreats, coupled with religious 

instruction, accomplish the task of engaging 

youth. Positive role models offer youth 

protection and safeguards.

No time is as pertinent as now to elucidate the 

role of Muslim women in scholarship, when 

Islam is at times portrayed in the media and 

academia as a misogynistic religion that 

subjugates women and keeps them illiterate. 

Such a reminder is particularly needed for 

Muslims; a retrospection can prove valuable if 

Muslims wish to regain the glory of their past. 

The doors of scholarship are open for women 

today as they were in the past. Let us revive 

the legacy of the past so that women can once 
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Caring for Converts – the New Muslim Project
by Batool Al-Toma

"A Muslim is a brother of (another) Muslim, he neither wrongs him nor does he hand him 

over to one who does him wrong. Whoever fulfilled the needs of his brother, Allah will 

fulfil his needs; whoever brought his (Muslim) brother out of a discomfort, Allah will 

bring him out of the discomforts of the Day of Resurrection, and if anyone covers up a 

Muslim (his sins), Allah will cover him up (his sins) on the Resurrection Day".

The Prophet Muhammad (Bukhari and Muslim).

Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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For further information, advice and guidance, 

and for information on the delivery of our 

‘Ready, Steady, Go!’ training  package that will 

assist you and your group of individuals, your 

Mosque or Islamic organisation to make the 

necessary provisions for those interested in 

and new to Islam, please contact:

The New Muslims Project, Islamic Foundation, 

Ratby Lane, Markfield, Leicester LE67 9SY. 

Tel: 01530 243937 / 244944 Ext 225, 

batool@islamic-foundation.org.uk
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women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 
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Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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and for information on the delivery of our 

‘Ready, Steady, Go!’ training  package that will 

assist you and your group of individuals, your 

Mosque or Islamic organisation to make the 

necessary provisions for those interested in 

and new to Islam, please contact:

The New Muslims Project, Islamic Foundation, 

Ratby Lane, Markfield, Leicester LE67 9SY. 

Tel: 01530 243937 / 244944 Ext 225, 

batool@islamic-foundation.org.uk



Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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and for information on the delivery of our 
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Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 
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and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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3 For further information, advice and guidance, 

and for information on the delivery of our 

‘Ready, Steady, Go!’ training  package that will 

assist you and your group of individuals, your 

Mosque or Islamic organisation to make the 

necessary provisions for those interested in 

and new to Islam, please contact:

The New Muslims Project, Islamic Foundation, 

Ratby Lane, Markfield, Leicester LE67 9SY. 

Tel: 01530 243937 / 244944 Ext 225, 

batool@islamic-foundation.org.uk



Converts to Islam are not a homogenous 

group, but rather comprise people heralding 

from a wide range of socio-economic and 

educational backgrounds, reflecting the 

diversity of cultural and religious 

characteristics across the whole of the UK.

 

Though not always, converts tend to live in or 

near to heritage Muslim communities. 

However, the outward access to Mosques that 

this provides often masks more fundamental 

and hidden issues of how converts engage 

with existing Muslim communities and, more 

particularly places of worship, that are 

frequently composed along ethnic or 

sectarian lines. As a result, the convert 

community often face narrow and constrained 

lives due to the culturally infused and 

prescriptive interpretations of Islam 

presented there. This is usually accompanied 

by a lack of appreciation of the wider 

expressions of Islam through creative Islamic 

arts such as music, poetry, architecture, art 

and design. 

Though grateful for the efforts exerted, 

mainly by individual Muslims from within the 

heritage Muslim community, the convert 

community are deeply aware of the need for a 

wider range of specific facilities and services 

that should form part of the general service 

provision by Mosques and Islamic institutions 

across the whole of the UK. 

More often than not, Mosques and Islamic 

organisations show an acute lack of 

awareness of the needs of converts to Islam. 

Many have no idea of where to direct converts 

for support, and are ill informed of the 

existence of convert support groups available 

both locally and nationally. Consequently the 

convert is often met with preconditioned 

assumptions of what they require to be 

Muslim. Culturally insensitive and erroneous 

information can seriously rupture 

relationships between converts to Islam and 

their families which often continue to impact 

negatively on their continuing conversion 

experience, their marriages and family life.   

Our studies indicate that 50% of converts 

experienced ruptured family relationships 

following conversion. Estrangement is not 

uncommon, and together with the failure to 

appreciate the degree of support required by 

converts as a buffer to counteract the 

negative aspects of the phenomena; many  

newcomers to the faith feel left out in the 

cold.

It is vitally important  that Mosques and 

Islamic organisations, as well as those 

individual Muslims whose desire it is to 

provide the necessary advocacy for men and 

women who wish to accept Islam as their 

chosen path to spirituality, must make 

concerted efforts to seek training and 

guidance as a means towards adequately 

fulfilling this duty of care.  

How to welcome new converts in 
your community: 

When attempting to implement a project in 

your community, you may wish to consider the 

following:

Carry out an information gathering exercise, a 

survey of how many converts to Islam are in 

your community and who: 

Live near to, within a reasonable distance, 

or quite far from your Mosque?

Attend your Mosque on a regular basis or 

use its facilities?

Are known to your congregation 

generally?

 

What can you do to help?

The very least any Mosque can do is to refer 

converts to support already available both 

locally and nationally. For this purpose it is 

important to determine:

What support is already available in your 

town/city, regionally and nationally, for 

converts to Islam?

What services do each of these support 

groups offer?

Are they organised and managed by 

trained, trustworthy and reliable Muslim 

man and women?

How does one make contact with such 

support groups or networks?

Are there transparent, trustworthy 

websites that provide positive and reliable 

information to which you could direct 

those new to Islam?

Do you have a list of good reading 

material, or have in your possession books 

for free distribution, that are considered 

appropriate for anyone from another faith 

or non-faith background enquiring about, 

or who have recently accepted Islam?

Providing support for new 
Muslims at your Mosque or 
Islamic Centre

Now that you have researched the convert 

community in your area, and you feel you have 

the capacity to do more assist them, it is time 

to make the necessary contacts. Identify the 

men and women from the community who:

Have a mature and well balanced 

approach to Islam

Have the necessary personal experiences 

of conversion, its process and 

development

Have the ability to empathise with the 

specific needs and concerns of new 

Muslims

Can acknowledge and show respect for 

the background, culture and upbringing of 

any individual who expresses an interest 

in Islam

Has a broad and inclusive understanding 

and appreciation of Islam

Are consistent, willing and able to give 

time and effort to the provision of services 

to the convert community

Where to start 

Start by deciding, based on your human and 

financial resources, what services you can 

realistically provide. Remember, it is best to: 

Pace yourself

Don’t run before you can walk 

Start small and work towards bigger 

things

After all this is what you would suggest to any 

converts to Islam if they were to ask for your 

advice. 

Case Study – the New Muslim 
Project

An example of a pioneering project to help 

converts is the New Muslims Project - UK 

initiative , which has developed a wide range 

of services for the convert community for the 

past twenty years. They also provide training 

that acknowledges and fully appreciates  the 

background and specific needs of the convert 

community so that you are well informed of 

what is required of you, and those supporting 

you in this work. This should form a vital part 

of your planning and strategy for success.

What basic services to provide?

Shahadah Certification – a certificate 

outlining details of the recipient’s 

conversion to Islam. While certification is 

not required to validate a Shahadah, it 

serves as an important document in 

the event of travel or for legal 

reasons. It should also be noted that 

those who choose to make their 

Shahadah should not be coerced into 

changing their names since this is not 

a requirement for a convert to Islam. 

Shahadah Gift Pack – A pack of good 

value, appropriate, well written and 

presented reading material that has a 

good shelf life. Try to avoid giving 

random leaflets and pamphlets. 

Books and items could include 
the following: 

A copy of the Qur’an that has a 

comprehensive and modern English 

translation

 

A prayer guide – ‘The Simple Guide to 

Prayer’ with CD & pocket book by 

Batool Al-Toma – an easy to follow 

guide to assist the convert in 

establishing prayer at this early stage 

of transition.

A book on the Seerah(life) of Prophet 

Muhammad (pbuh) – ‘Muhammad Man and 

Prophet’ by AdilSalahi- an informative and well 

written narrative that is easy to read or Martin 

Ling’s, Muhammad: His life based on the 

earliest sources. 

A book of Hadith which also covers those 

hadith which are appropriate to the daily life of 

a Muslim. 

A book on Muslim life that is comfortable to 

read and is not prescriptive and laden with 

rules. 

Books on spirituality such as, Al-Ghazali’s‘7 

Steps to Moral Intelligence’ & ‘Seven Steps to 

Spiritual Intelligence’ compiled  by Musharraf 

Hussain. 

A Prayer mat.

Perfume (Itr).

Tasbih and any other items of interest or of 

value to the new convert to Islam.

Prayer access for men and women – an area, 

particularly for women, that is suitable, clean 

and has aesthetic beauty, and where the 

prayer from the main prayer hall can be 

observed by the female worshipers 

without barriers. 

Beyond the basics
Converts should then be given access to study 

circles and Arabic courses that facilitate 

learning and progress. They should also be 

invited to social gatherings, including Eid 

celebrations and general events that provide 

opportunities for converts and their families, 

particularly non-Muslim family members, to 

interact and have the oppurtunity to dialogue 

comfortably, intelligently and in a mature 

manner with other Muslims both male and 

female. This will necessitate comfortable 

spaces being made available without the 

imposition of strict segregation so that all the 

family can acknowledge, appreciate and come 

to a fuller understanding and realisation of the 

spiritual journeys made by their convert 

family member/s.
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For further information, advice and guidance, 

and for information on the delivery of our 

‘Ready, Steady, Go!’ training  package that will 

assist you and your group of individuals, your 

Mosque or Islamic organisation to make the 

necessary provisions for those interested in 

and new to Islam, please contact:

The New Muslims Project, Islamic Foundation, 

Ratby Lane, Markfield, Leicester LE67 9SY. 

Tel: 01530 243937 / 244944 Ext 225, 

batool@islamic-foundation.org.uk
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Muslim women hosting school visits and interfaith 
initiatives 

"Invite (all) to the Way of thy Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and speak 

with them in ways that are best and most gracious: for thy Lord knows best who have 

strayed from His Path, and who receive guidance" 

(Quran 16:125).

Introduction

Mosques and Madrassahs in the UK work

hard to host people of other faiths and those

with no faith. The Mosque has over the years

in the West become an important place for

engagement and building links with their

local primary and secondary schools. Over the

years more and more initiatives have been

carried out where Mosques across the

country are opening their doors to build

relations with people of other faiths and none.

Amongst such initiatives are school visits to

Mosques. Both the hosts and the guests enjoy

these visits because young people show

interest and curiosity to learn about things in

real life

Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

 by Julie Siddiqi

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.



Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.
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Mosque visits are often carried out as part of 

the Religious Education (R.E) curriculum and 

so, a trip to see and meet the people and visit 

the places that they may hear and read about 

is often far more interesting then studying 

from a book in the classroom. It can also give 

Muslim young people a sense of pride to share 

an aspect of their lives with fellow pupils and 

their teachers, which will bring understanding 

about who they are and why they carry out 

certain practices. 

School visits are a regular and fun way for the 

Mosque to engage with their local schools. 

However, not all Mosques do this and 

therefore this chapter will assist those who 

like the idea and would like to pursue an open 

door policy but are not certain how. 

The following is a step-by-step guide to 

involve women to take the lead in arranging 

and hosting school visits. 

Step 1: Develop a good team

First it is useful to develop a team of 12 to15 

people that become your pool of volunteers to 

call upon for school visits.  Visits will be during 

the day so your team will need to be people 

who are home based, self employed or who 

have flexible working arrangements that allow 

them to take a couple of hours out of their day. 

A good group of women volunteers, with 

some men working with them, is probably an 

ideal combination.  Once you have developed 

a core group of three to four people to 

manage and oversee the visits, ask around, 

advertise, offer others to join the team.  

Including teachers or people who have 

worked in schools is useful as they will have 

extra skills, which they can share with the 

team. 

It is nice for children and teachers to meet the 

Imam but it is not essential, if it is during the 

day he may not always be able to make it. 

Step 2: Training

Women who arrange school visits don’t need 

to be theologians. The main advice for women 

working on school visits is to relax, smile, and 

be welcoming. However, a basic 

understanding of Islam is needed.  

It is also a good idea to approach the Local 

Authority and make links with your local RE 

Specialist Advisor or your Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education (SACRE).  

Through those people you could organise 

some generic training for your team, which 

could include:

how to work with and present to children, 

how to deal with questions, 

how to keep interest and 

maybe something about the curriculum 

and how RE fits into it. 

The main aim of a school visit is to welcome 

guests to the Mosque. To do this well the open 

day organisers should create a welcoming, 

relaxed, and clean and peaceful atmosphere. 

The guests should leave having learnt new 

things and feel they have had a positive 

experience. Happy children will go home and 

tell their parents and other teachers how 

good the visit was.

Step 3: Risk assessments

Some schools may want to send a couple of 

teachers before their visit to carry out a risk 

assessment. This will mean making an 

appointment for them to come and walk 

around the areas they will be visiting.  They 

will look for potential ‘risks’ like broken tiles 

or steps, blocked disabled access, handrails 

and where coats and shoes will go.  Risk 

assessments are usually similar for every 

school and any issues that are flagged up are 

usually easily resolved before the visit. 

The school will have a designated first aid 

officer for the visit that will carry with them a 

portable first aid kit. You should also ensure 

the relevant materials are ready such as 

plasters, tissues and other items should they 

be needed. 

Step 4: School liaison

The school will identify the main link teacher 

and it is him or her that you will liaise with. 

Work with them in terms of numbers and 

discuss the best group sizes.  They will then 

ensure the correct adult/child ratio, which will 

vary depending on the age of the children. 

They will ensure that ratio is correct and that 

your volunteers not counted in that. None of 

your volunteers would be expected to manage 

a group of children on their own; 

teachers/parents will always be present. 

Timings

This will depend mainly on the school.  Most 

schools, unless they are very local and can 

walk, will have to organise coaches to bring 

the children.  Many like to leave straight after 

morning registration and be back by 

lunchtime but it will vary.  There are pros and 

cons with having lots of people at the Mosque 

at prayer times.  Adults and children always 

find it fascinating watching a ‘real’ 

congregational prayer taking place, but the 

Mosque committee and others may not want 

that to happen for logistical reasons.  A timing 

that works for the Mosque, the teachers and 

the volunteers is what you will need to decide 

upon.  Work out your activities with the 

teacher and based on that you will know how 

long you need. A stay of two to two and a half 

hours is usually sufficient

Activities

Whatever age group is visiting, always get 

everyone to assemble in the main prayer area 

after removing shoes.  Have a group of 

(smiling) volunteers waiting for them outside 

welcoming them in. As the teachers and their 

pupils are welcomed point out the minarets, 

dome, where shoes go and other key features 

on arrival. Shoes can be put neatly in shoe 

racks and coats can be left in one area, having 

black bin liners ready for coats usually works 

well and each small group has their own bag to 

ease collection at the end. 

An introduction to the visit and some basic 

commentary about the prayer hall is good to 

set the scene. Keep it relaxed, informal and 

get the children participating by asking 

questions.  For younger children, if you know 

there are some Muslim children then it always 

works to ask if any of them feel brave enough 

to come and recite a short surah in front of the 

others.  They will feel shy but they also love it. 

It makes the Muslim children feel special and 

connected with the Mosque too.  

Another good tip is to have a box of sweets to 

give out.  Say to the children that anyone who 

enjoys the visit will get one at the end. It is a 

winner and sometimes the ‘highlight’ for many 

when they talk about it at school when they 

get back! 

Primary school age

The best way to manage the younger ages is to 

create a rotation of ideally six different 

activity areas.  Children at this age like 

hands-on activities. The school will already 

split the groupso you will not need to do that. 

The six areas of activities could be chosen 

from: 

Wudu demonstration

Offer some of the children to participate 

in or watch a wudu demonstration live. 

Colouring / word-searches / names in 

Arabic

Prior to the visit you can get a list of the 

names by email from the teacher. Get a 

local person or a volunteer or Mosque 

teacher to do all the names in block Arabic 

writing with the name in English next to it. 

The children can be given their name to 

colour in and then take it home.  It makes a 

great display at school. 

Refreshments

Cut up fruit, biscuits, juice, squash, crisps, 

tea and coffee for the adults

Prayer demonstration

In one area of the Mosque a volunteer can 

talk about prayer and show how it is done.  

Ask the teacher in that group if they are 

happy for the children to try it as well, 

most will say yes but do respect it if they 

say no. 

Story time

Choose a volunteer that likes stories, that 

is good at telling a story to young children. 

They can either use a book (choose one 

with easy to understand language) or they 

can do a story from memory. If they are 

brave enough they can get a few children 

to do a role play, which can be a hadith 

made into a story or an incident from the 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, (pbuh). 

Artefacts 

These can include Qur’ans in different 

languages, tasbih beads, prayer mats, 

headscarves and caps, thobes and 

abayahs, interesting and decorative 

pots/plates from other countries.  Make it 

an area with a lot of energy and let the 

children talk, ask questions and try things 

on. 

Always be mindful of children with special 

needs and cater for them as well as you can. 

The school will be aware of these pupils and 

can advise you at the risk assessment stage. 

Secondary school age / adults

For students who are slightly older, things like 

posters and artefacts work well. You can set 

up an area with a poster display that they can 

walk around. If you can set a quiz based on the 

posters that can work well. Trying on 

headscarves, caps, thobes can all be fun, and it 

creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides 

some great photo opportunities for the 

teachers to ‘evidence’ a good visit. 

Furthermore, getting the older children 

writing names in Arabic on the day works well. 

Have someone sitting with pens and A5 pieces 

of paper and the pupils can give their name 

which is then written in the Arabic ‘version’ 

for them.  Some will even ask for their Mum’s 

name or boyfriend or Auntie.  It is always 

fascinating to watch for those who don’t know 

Arabic and this makes a good memento for 

them to take back to school/home. 

As with younger children, demonstrations of 

wudu and prayer can also be considered. A 

‘tour’ of the Mosque is usually well received 

and if they have been learning about Islam 

they will know some basics. To make the visit 

relevant, ask the teachers before the visit 

what the group has been studying about 

Islam. 

As with smaller children, it is useful for the 

group to be split into smaller groups so 

activities and the tour are easier to manage. 

Refreshments

It works well if you operate a rotational 

system for one group of children to be having 

refreshments as one of their ‘activities’. That 

way you manage numbers and make sure 

everyone gets to eat and drink.  Squash/juices, 

biscuits, crisps, cut up fruit, savoury snacks - 

they all work well.  For teachers you could 

provide tea and coffee, but ensure health and 

safety has been addressed. This can be 

achieved by having one person manage the 

area where the hot water is placed thus 

making it a potentially dangerous area.  

Funding the visits

The main ‘expense’ in such visits will be 

peoples’ time and they will all be giving that 

for free, as volunteers.  You will have some 

expenses for refreshments and initially buying 

artefacts, posters and other items but these 

can be used repeatedly. You could set up a 

fund and ask people to donate.  Many will 

welcome the opportunity for something so 

positive.  If you collect more money you could 

consider donating some books to the school 

to take home. 

A great opportunity

Most schools are very happy to be 

approached and offered a school visit to your 

Mosque.  If you do it well then other schools 

will quickly get to hear and you will receive 

direct requests.  Once word gets out that you 

offer good visits then you could potentially be 

running a visit every couple of weeks. This is 

why a well-developed and cohesive team is 

useful with a pool of volunteers that you can 

draw on. 

Teachers and parent helpers who come along 

with the pupils will always have questions and 

again, see this as an opportunity.  Make them 

feel at ease, answer whatever you can and if 

they ask you something you really don’t know 

the answer to, no problem, just say so!  Ask 

another volunteer or offer to come back to 

them afterwards with the correct response.  

People are usually impressed and feel well 

educated on their first visit to a Mosque. 

Finally, such visits are not only beneficial for 

the schools but also for the Mosques and the 

community at large. It raises a positive profile 

and the adults and children who have visited 

the Mosque, will hopefully remember their 

visit and the welcome they received.

 Julie Siddiqi



111

Staff Recruitment and Human Resource 
Management

‘The Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) said ‘Deal gently with a people, and be not harsh; 

cheer them and condemn not’ 

(Hadith Bukhari)

This chapter looks at the critical importance 

of including women in the recruitment of new 

staff within Mosque and Madrassah settings. 

Looking at the Madrassah sector in particular, 

we see that there are a significantly higher 

proportion of female teachers operating in 

these institutions compared to males. With 

this in mind then, it is integral for women to be 

part of the recruitment, selection and 

interview processes of hiring new staff. 

Mosques and Madrassahs will no doubt 

benefit from the insight of a female 

perspective in recruitment. 

What is the purpose of a staff recruitment 

policy?

People are probably the most valuable assets 

a Mosque has. The Mosque management 

committee needs to devote enthusiasm, 

investment and resources in to staff 

recruitment.

Mosques are primarily self-financed, 

voluntary and independent organisations 

managed and administered by dedicated 

volunteers from the local Muslim community.

A staff recruitment and selection policy will 

ensure that you appoint the most appropriate 

people to the jobs available. Applicants should 

be selected according to their merits and 

ability, and should not be excluded due to 

their race, gender, religion etc. A recruitment 

policy may have ‘exception clauses’ that allows 

for appropriate conditions for employing a 

person in a Mosque.

How should we choose and 
appoint staff?

The Mosque should follow a standardised 

recruitment and selection policy for all staff, 

both voluntary and paid. Paid staff may 

By Shaukat Warraich

include:

Imams

Teachers

Caretakers

Cleaners

Administrators

Chaplains

Voluntary staff might include:

The Madrassah management committee

Members and worshippers

Youth and other groups involved in 

community development projects.

Detailed guidance for recruiting both paid and 

unpaid positions in a Madrassah is provided at 

www.madrassah.co.uk.

How do we recruit staff that are 
safe to work with children?

Various Local Government Safeguarding 

Children Boards have designed safer 

recruitment policy toolkits,  to assist schools 

in complying with legal and administrative 

requirements. These toolkits are designed to 

safeguard and promote the welfare of 

children and meet statutory guidance under 

section 175 of the Education Act 2002 and 

section 11 of the Children’s Act 2004, which 

both state that teaching institutions should 

ensure that effective recruitment and human 

resources procedures are in place to 

safeguard children, including carrying out the 

relevant checks on all new staff and 

volunteers, to make sure they are safe to work 

with children and young people. 

Local Government toolkits are designed to 

promote standards for ‘safe recruitment’ for 

all agencies and organisations that deliver 

services to children and young people in their 

area. These toolkits provide an excellent 

source of information that should be used by 

Madrassahs when recruiting permanent or 

voluntary staff, either as teachers or 

administrators. The policies are drawn from 

associated Department for Education (DfE) 

guidance (please refer to footnote for 

associated resource). Figure 3.3 outlines 

guidance for safe practise that should be 

adopted by Madrassahs to ensure that safe 

practise is embedded in the recruitment 

process. 
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Guidance sent out with 
letter of appointment, with 

staff asked to sign

Guidance amended and 
adapted

Guidance used in strategy 
meetings/disciplinary 

investigations or when 
exploring 'unsuitability'

Guidance used as part of 
induction programmes 

Guidance used to remind 
individuals of required 

behaiviours 

Guidance included in 
training programmes

Fig 3.3 Guidance for safe practice 
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The Lincolnshire Safeguarding Children Board’s Safer Recruitment Toolkit has listed two 
definitions for what constitutes a ‘member of staff’ and what constitutes a volunteer, which apply 
to staff working in organisations that provide services to children:

Definitions:

Staff definition

An individual who undertakes paid 

employment whose duties involve working 

with children or requires them to work in a 

setting (referred to as a regulated setting).

Volunteer definition

An individual who undertakes unpaid duties 

for an organisation and in undertaking those 

duties has supervised contact with children 

and/or undertakes duties, which involve 

work with children on a regular basis. 

Children see volunteers as safe and 

trustworthy adults, so those with regular 

(defined as three or more times in a 30 day 

period or overnight) contact with children 

should be subject to the same recruitment 

processes as paid staff. 

Wakefield and District Safeguarding Children 

Board have produced a recruitment strategy 

for Madrassahs, which outlines the 

recruitment process, from advertising to 

appointment procedures. The report helps 

Madrassahs  with their recruitment and 

selection practices and developing effective 

operational standards for recruitment and 

selection. This should effectively safeguard 

children in their care and contribute to a safe 

and secure Madrassah environment in order 

to meet their statutory and legal 

requirements.

Guidance 1, Steps 5 and 6, provide guidance 

on taking up references and undertaking 

Disclosure and Barring Service checks.

The recruitment process
To ensure a successful recruitment process 

check that:

All job descriptions are up-to-date and 

make reference to the responsibility of 

safeguarding and promoting the welfare 

of children

Performance management procedures are 

continuously reviewed and explained to a 

new member of staff. 

What should we do after we 
decide who to appoint to a job? 

Once you have selected a suitable candidate, 

make them a verbal offer. Follow this up with a 

written job offer, dependent on receiving 

satisfactory references. Alongside an offer 

letter, you should include two copies of a 

contract for them to sign and a copy of the 

statement of employment that sets out the 

terms and conditions of their employment. In 

the letter of appointment you should also 

inform the candidate about any probationary 

period that will apply, their start date, holiday 

entitlement and salary.

A contract of employment should be in place 

once an employee starts work. In most cases, 

employees must receive a written 

employment contract within two months of 

commencing employment. If an employee is a 

paid member of staff, they entitled to a 

written pay statement either before or when 

they are paid. All employees are entitled to 

The person specification includes a 

specific reference to the suitability to 

work with children

The job post is advertised widely using a 

variety of mediums including notice 

boards, word of mouth and on the 

Madrassah website

Applications are designed so that you can 

acquire and analyse comprehensive 

information about prospective applicants

A questionnaire is used when requesting 

references to ascertain an applicant’s 

suitability for a post

A number of suitable and robust 

questions are used when conducting 

face-to-face interviews 

Suitable verification checks are carried 

out on an applicant’s identity, experience, 

qualifications and skills

Mandatory employment checks are 

completed, such as List 99 and Enhanced 

DBS 

Procedures are in place to verify whether 

a candidate has the required health and 

capacity for the job

An up-to-date induction programme is in 

place that emphasises a ‘safeguarding 

children’ culture 

the national minimum wage. From Thursday 1 

October 2015, the adult rate of the National 

Minimum Wage (NMW) will rose by 20 pence 

from £6.50 to £6.70 per hour, as 

recommended by the Low Pay Commission 

(LPC) in March 2015 this year.

An employment contract should include the 

following sections:

Employer’s name

Employees’ job title

Pay

Hours of work

Annual leave entitlement

Sick pay

Pension terms (if any)

Period of employment

Notice period to cease working

Disciplinary and grievance procedures.
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Wakefield and District Safeguarding Children 
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Wakefield and District Safeguarding Children 
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 All up to date safeguarding policies and 
procedures required by Madrassahs are 
available to members of the National 
Association of Madrassahs. Please visit: 
www.madrassah.co.uk
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How should we enforce 
confidentiality?

Mosques and Madrassahs are obligated by 

law to enforce the necessary steps and 

procedures to maintain privacy and protect 

members of staff and children from 

unauthorised disclosure. 

Implementing a confidentiality policy 

statement and agreement, agreed by all 

members of staff, will help staff and 

volunteers to know how to deal with personal, 

disciplinary or educational matters sensitively, 

professionally and confidentially. 

Staff should be made aware that all 

information held at the Madrassah about 

children and staff is confidential, whether held 

electronically or in hard copy. Furthermore, 

other information about the Madrassah, for 

example financial matters should be treated 

sensitively and have limited disclosure. 

Employees should also be asked to sign and 

return a copy of a Staff Confidentiality 

Agreement to show they have read and 

understood its requirements and agree to 

comply with them.

Confidentiality Guidelines

Staff should not discuss details of 

individual cases arising in staff meetings 

or through other discussions with any 

person without a direct professional 

connection to, and interest in, the welfare 

and education of the individual concerned

No member of staff should discuss 

personal, disciplinary or educational 

matters relating to an individual child in 

the presence of another child in the 

Mosque/Madrassah

Staff should not enter into detailed 

discussions about personal, disciplinary or 

educational matters relating to an 

individual child with other children or 

their parents

Trustees, in particular those sitting on 

Discipline Committees, should not divulge 

details about individuals (be they staff, 

families or individual children) to any 

person outside of the committee

Parents in Mosques working as volunteers 

in the office and classrooms should report 

cases of poor behaviour or pupil discipline 

to the child’s teacher, not other parents in 

the Mosque. This allows the teachers to 

deal with such matters in line with the 

Mosque behaviour policy and on 

occasions allows children to put the 

matter right without the direct 

involvement of their parents

At senior management/trustees meetings, 

matters such as pupil exclusion, personal 

issues and personal details of any member 

of the Mosque community should be dealt 

confidentially. This is not for the 

knowledge of persons outside the senior 

management/trustees meeting. Matters 

should be minuted separately and minutes 

should not be published

Staff performance management should be 

carried out privately. Targets for 

individuals, named lesson observation 

sheets and other performance 

documentation will kept in the office and 

will only be available to the chairperson of 

the trustees or the individual member of 

staff concerned

Matters of child protection should only be 

made known to staff on a need to know 

basis and must be treated confidentially.

It is important that class teachers and 

support staff are aware of some 

confidential matters in order to support 

individuals. These staff should respect the 

sensitivity of such cases and not divulge 

information to people unconnected 

professionally with the individual 

concerned

When volunteers such as parents and 

members of the community are working in 

classes they should not discuss 

educational matters outside of the 

classroom

Volunteers should also be asked to read 

the policy before working in a Mosque or 

Madrassah and must adhere to these 

guidelines.
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 Great teachers can transform the 
Madrassah by enriching the learning 
experience of the children. The leadership 
of the Mosque or Madrassah should not 
limit itself with teachers from its own 
congregation; it should look beyond its 
usual members to individuals who could 
add value to the Madrassah experience. 
Take offers from able and professional 
people seriously, even if contributions to 
the teaching or mentoring of pupils is once 
a month or even once a year. 
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How do we manage complaints 
and grievances?

Feedback from Mosque users, parents and 

staff will help to identify issues which may 

require the attention of the head teacher or 

escalation to the management committee. 

Effective procedures for complaints and 

grievances will help increase the confidence 

of all those involved with the Mosque. Any 

volunteer or member of staff may receive 

complaints, and they may arrive in many 

different ways for example, by letter or email, 

from comments on a feedback form, in person 

or by fax or phone.

Written grievance policies and procedures to 

deal with concerns about the conduct of 

teachers and volunteers should be 

implemented. A template form to record 

complaints can be found at 

www.madrassah.co.uk. 

How should we deal with 
complaints professionally?

Addressing a new complaint: 

Listen carefully to the complainant, 

particularly if they are angry, and give 

them time to air their grievance

Do not argue with or contradict them

Establish the facts of the complaint clearly

Rephrase what the complainant has just 

told you, to make sure you clearly 

understand their concern, and for the 

complainant to feel understood 

Tell the complainant what you are going to 

do about the problem, and if the complaint 

needs to be escalated

Give a clear timescale of what action will 

be taken and when 

If you feel unable to deal with the 

complaint, escalate it to your manager

Confirm to the complainant in writing 

what you have agreed 

Make sure that corrective action is taken 

to stop the problem in the future, or come 

to an amicable solution with the 

complainant if corrective action is not 

required. 

Procedure for dealing with and recording complaints

Stage 1 - Record the complaint

There should be a complaint form to record concerns, comments and complaints received by 

members within and outside of your Mosque. The person receiving the complaint (the complaint 

receiver) should fill this in on the day of the complaint. (Within one day of dealing with the complaint).

Stage 2 - Deal with the complaint

The complaint receiver should try to resolve 

the complaint (within three weeks of the 

complaint being made) and fill in the relevant 

section in the complaint form to say what they 

have done. If the receiver cannot resolve the 

complaint it should be passed to an immediate 

manager. The person making the complaint 

should be informed of who is dealing with 

their concerns and the timescale within which 

they can expect feedback.

(Within one day of dealing with the complaint).

1

2
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5
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7
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9
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Parent’s voices should never be ignored 
but encouraged. By developing a ‘critical 
friendship’ with parents, Mosques and 
Madrassahs will receive valuable feedback 
about the quality and outcomes being 
achieved. Regular feedback sessions with 
parents should be setup and publicised. 
Requests for feedback should be followed 
up and implemented.Contact details of a 
relevant staff member who can deal with 
enquiries, should be given to parents. 
These contact details should be visible on 
notice boards and the person should be 
accessible for formal and informal 
discussions with parents regarding aspects 
to the Madrassah.
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There should be a complaint form to record concerns, comments and complaints received by 

members within and outside of your Mosque. The person receiving the complaint (the complaint 

receiver) should fill this in on the day of the complaint. (Within one day of dealing with the complaint).

Stage 2 - Deal with the complaint
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Stage 3 - Take corrective action

If the complaint has come about as a result of 

an individual’s actions, the actions of the 

individual should be reviewed accordingly, to 

avoid similar problems in the future. If the 

problem has come about due to general ways 

of working, or another person’s actions, the 

receiver of the complaint should talk to the 

most appropriate staff member or manager 

who they feel could resolve the situation. 

(Within one week of dealing with the complaint). 

Stage 4 - Reporting complaints

When you have dealt with the complaint, you 

should pass a copy of the completed 

complaint form and all the correspondence 

and emails to the person named in your 

procedure*

(Within one week of dealing with the complaint).

*Depending on the nature of the complaint 

and the procedures involved, timescales for 

the aforesaid may vary. A process of review 

and feedback from the complainant about 

how the matter was handled may also 

improve the methods your organisation uses 
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to address complaints and improve efficiency 

in the future. 

What disciplinary / dismissal 
procedures should we have? 

With regards to disciplinary and dismissal 

matters it is imperative that organisations 

follow fair and transparent procedures. 

Failure to do so could result in the 

organisation being judged to have dismissed 

someone unfairly. Robust procedures will help 

the management committee to follow good 

practices and remain within the law. 

Disciplinary and dismissal issues should be 

dealt with consistently and fairly, with a view 

to resolving them before they become serious. 

More detailed guidance can be found at 

www.madrassah.co.uk. 
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Do all of these procedures apply to volunteers helping in the Madrassah? 

A volunteer is an individual who undertakes 

unpaid duties for an organisation. Volunteers 

who work in Mosques and Madrassahs are 

likely to undertake duties that involve 

working with children, on a regular basis. They 

often come from within the community and so 

are seen by children as safe and trustworthy 

adults who have been placed in a position of 

trust. If a volunteer has regular contact with 

children (defined as three or more times in a 

30 day period or overnight), albeit supervised, 

they should be subject to the same 

recruitment processes as paid staff. 

Madrassahs and Mosques may need volunteers to help with administration tasks, general upkeep 

of facilities and to act as learning support mentors.  However, these institutions don’t necessarily, 

always have the system in place to support, equip, and retain volunteers. If your Madrassah has a 

high turnover of volunteers then this is likely to be an area for attention.

Having a system in place that provides two-way support for staff and volunteers to mutually 

support the work they do is important. As a minimum when recruiting volunteers your Madrassah 

should:

Screen volunteers – you must make sure that you have appropriate volunteers to meet your 

Madrassah’s needs, and that means having some form of vetting/screening. That can be done 

in a formal way with an interview or certification process, or more informally. 

Management should record any incident 

between staff or staff and pupil. If a meeting is 

called between parties these should be 

documented. Records should be dated and as 

much of details be written down for future 

verification if required.
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Ask for references – getting references, 

especially if volunteers will be on private 

property or involved in sensitive issues.

Train volunteers – effective training is 

vital for Madrassah activities and efforts. 

If a volunteer is not able to make the time 

to attend a training session, they are not 

likely to be effective volunteers for the 

Madrassah.

Expect volunteers to be responsible – in 

all its activities a Madrassah will make a 

significant investment in terms of time, 

equipment and planning. It needs to know 

that volunteers will be conscientious 

about their activities.

To reassign volunteers if needed – 

volunteers will usually have an interest in 

a particular Madrassah activity, but 

sometimes the needs of the Madrassah 

may mean that volunteers need to be 

flexible in the type of work they may get 

involved in. 
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 Shaukat Warraich

Safer Recruitment 

Members of the management team who are 

involved in recruiting volunteers should 

receive safer recruitment training. DBS 

disclosures are required for volunteers with 

regular contact with children and young 

people, (defined as three or more times in a 30 

day period or overnight). 

Helpful volunteers could make a great 

difference to the operational effectiveness 

and commercial viability of the Madrassah, 

however an unreliable or an undisciplined 

volunteer could destabilise and even 

compromise the integrity of the efforts of 

other staff and ultimately the Madrassah, so 

choose your volunteers carefully. It is 

advisable to get references before an offer of 

employment/voluntary service is made, and to 

set an appropriate probation period. 

A Volunteer Registration Form is provided at 

www.madrassah.co.uk. This has been adapted 

from a form developed by Buckinghamshire 

County Council. For Mosque Management 

Training contact Faith Associates at: 

www.faithassociates.co.uk. 
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Biographies

Shaukat Warraich

Shaukat Warraich is a multi award winning 

social entrepreneur and is currently the Chief 

Executive of Faith Associates a pioneering 

enterprise, developing strategies, 

organisational and operational capacity for 

3rd sector and commercial entities in the UK 

and abroad. He has held a number of 

leadership positions in the commercial and 

charitable sectors helping to increase 

performance and sustainability. He has been 

responsible for producing a number of key 

pieces of literature and community 

interventions as well as the chief editor of a 

number of influential websites, including 

www.imamsonline.com and 

www.madrassah.co.uk

He was the lead consultant and advisor for the 

national consultation of the Mosques and 

Imams National Advisory body (MINAB), 

which constitutes over 600 Mosques and 

Islamic centres in the UK. He has worked and 

advised over 35 local authorities and regional 

governmental agencies in the UK to develop 

community interventions and strategies to 

interpret policy on the ground.

Shaukat has also published the first Mosque 

management guide and toolkit which is 

targeted at leaders of the Muslim community 

responsible for maintaining and enhancing 

their centres to become beacons for all 

communities. He has also authored the 

“Mosque open day guide” and the “Madrassah 

management guide”. He has travelled 

extensively, training and lecturing on these 

and other topics related to leadership and 

management in the UK and overseas. He is 

also a regular commentator in the media on 

various subjects particularly on integration, 

cohesion, and community development. He 

was also invited to chair the youth forum in 

Madrid and attend the Media for Social 

change panel in Istanbul for the United 

Nations – Alliance of Civilisation initiative.

He currently lectures at the CMC in 

Cambridge on managing faith institutions and 

faith leadership. He has a Bachelors degree 

from Kings College, University of London and 

has a Masters in Business Administration 

(MBA).
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Ruqaiyya Waris Maqsood

Ruqaiyyah Waris Maqsood is a British Muslim 

author, who served as Head of Religious 

Studies at William Gee High School, Hull, 

England.

She writes, “I am a white English convert who 

was brought gently into Islam by people I met 

travelling in the Middle East, and students 

who mixed freely with their non-Muslim 

friends in Hull where I live. In Muslim homes, I 

was strongly impressed by families in which 

the father acted as the Imam for his 

household, and all the members of the family 

prayed together – the leader at the front, then 

the males, then the womenfolk and small 

children. Such Muslim fathers taught me how 

to pray with them.

“I was impressed. I was enthusiastic. I made 

my initial study of Islam, and read about the 

life of the Prophet (pbuh) and his activities 

both in Makkah and Medina. I had quite a 

vivid picture in my mind of how wonderful it 

must have been to go to the Prophet's 

Mosque and pray with the other believers.

“As a non-Muslim tourist, I had visited a few 

very famous Mosques, but to my 

astonishment, when I eventually plucked up 

the courage to venture inside one to pray as a 

Muslim woman, I felt nervous and alien, and 

found it daunting. Nevertheless, I drummed 

up the courage, went in, took off my shoes, 

and headed for the mihrab. No-one else was 

praying, but to my shock, just as I began my 

first rak’ah I was interrupted by an irate man 

and asked to move.

“I was lucky at my first Mosque in Hull; the 

congregation comprised many different 

nationalities, and the women prayed in the 

same hall, in rows behind the men, only 

disappearing behind a divider when the hall 

was crowded, for example during Eid prayers. 

I got to know the Imam, and used to attend 

some prayers.
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Professor Sophie Gilliat-Ray 

Director, Islam-UK Centre at Cardiff 

University

Sophie Gilliat-Ray is Professor of Religious 

Studies and Director of the Centre for the 

Study of Islam in the UK at Cardiff University. 

She was the Principal Investigator for the 

project ‘Leadership and Capacity Building in 

the British Muslim Community: the case of 

“Muslim Chaplains”’, funded by the 

AHRC/ESRC (the co-investigator was 

Professor Stephen Pattison, Birmingham 

University, and the Research Fellow was 

Maulana Dr Mansur Ali, currently Jameel 

Lecturer in Islamic Studies at Cardiff). 

They jointly commissioned a book 

Understanding Muslim Chaplaincy, which was 

published by Ashgate publishing in October 

2013. Further details about the Islam-UK 

Centre can be found at: 

www.cardiff.ac.uk/islamukcentre
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Razia Bismillah

Razia Bismillah completed her counselling 

training AT Metanoia Institute, Middlesex 

University, Counsellor In Transactional 

Analysis, training in MSc TA Psychotherapy, in 

2009 – 2015. She currently works as a 

Transactional Analysis Psychotherapeutic 

Counsellor, specialising in mental health care. 

She writes, “Very often I am asked why I have 

chosen to become a counsellor. I have 

volunteered to run the Madrasah at our local 

Mosque and my teaching qualification 

supports me in this role.  Within this role I 

came into contact with a great many women 

in the community.  I found that many of them 

had difficulties and had approached me to 

discuss the issues that they were 

experiencing.  As I am a woman and a staff 

member of the Mosque, the other women felt 

that both the environment and I were safe 

enough to ‘offload’ and share their troubles.  

However, I found myself feeling that all I could 

offer was to listen to them.  I felt a need to 

understand them and to put their difficulties 

in some sort of context and my degree in 

psychology helped me to some extent but was 

not adequate.  I recognised that in order to 

achieve real understanding I had to get some 

formal training. At the time, I was also 

teaching at an independent school and found 

that there was a gap in how I related to my 

learners.  So I took a huge leap into the world 

of psychotherapy. 

“My journey into the world of psychotherapy 

began in 2009 when I first started to research 

into good training institutions.  I was fortunate 

to find a very reputable and internationally 

recognised institution:  Metanoia Institute in 

Ealing, to undertake my training.

“I began by undertaking the basic counselling 

skills course, believing that this was sufficient 

for my role in the Mosque and as a Design 

Technology teacher.  To my surprise I found 

that this was not enough and it was only a 

‘drop in the ocean’.  During my training in 

counselling skills I learnt more about 

Transactional Analysis psychotherapy and 

developed an interest to know more about it. I 

attended the TA 101 course as a prerequisite 

and subsequently signed up to become a TA 

psychotherapist.  

“I have now completed my formal training in 

Transactional Analysis psychotherapy..Last 

year, I qualified as a Transactional Actional 

psychotherapeutic counsellor and completed 

a practitioner’s certificate in Eating Disorders 

and Addictions.  

“This journey has been hard and arduous and 

yet the most formative years of my life.  My 

experiences during my training, getting to 

know myself through my personal 

psychotherapy, clinical work and supervision 

have shaped the last five years of my life.   

“I have not regretted my commitment to 

becoming a psychotherapist as I am learning 

new things that affect people and myself.  I 

have to accept the human side of my 

imperfect self and to be compassionate to 

others.  I find my new vocation very rewarding 

in having made a positive impact on people’s 

lives   Becoming a counsellor has brought new 

meaning to who I am and how I impact others.  

Therefore I think that counselling is not about 

what you do but more about how to be.

“Through my personal involvement within a 

Mosque over the past fourteen years, I have 

recognised the benefits of investing time, 

effort and resources into engaging with 

religious leaders and authorities, particularly 

in communities where religion plays a 

dominant role in how individuals respond to 

psychological, as well as social issues.”
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Batool al Toma

Mary Batool Al-Toma is the Director of the 

New Muslims Project - UK, a pioneering 

project related to the support, education, and 

continued development of the growing 

Muslim convert community in the UK. She is 

editor of “Meeting Point,” the New Muslims 

Project’s newsletter. Over the years, she has 

devised a number of education and training 

programs, which have been delivered in the 

UK and Europe. She is a media consultant on 

images of Muslims in the media, aspects of 

Islam and family life, and other related issues. 

Ms. Al-Toma was selected to represent the 

East Midlands on the National Muslim 

Woman’s Advisory Group (MWAGS), 

established by the Department of 

Communities and Local Government in 2008. 

She has since sat on the Cambridge Theology 

Board and its symposiums relating to 

contextualizing Islam in Britain; she has also 

advised on the Government’s research carried 

out on the training of Imams in the UK by 

Gloucester University. Ms. Al-Toma is a 

founding member of the Forum against 

Islamophobia and Racism (FAIR) and the 

Muslim Woman’s Network UK (MWN-UK). 

She is a UK representative on the European 

think tank, European Muslim Network (EMN) 

in Brussels, and is a professional mediator 

working with the National Family Mediation 

Trust. Ms. Al-Toma is married and has four 

children.

Julie Siddiqi

Julie's career started in sales and marketing 

for a private health company. She took a 

career break to have children and got actively 

involved in voluntary work locally and 

nationally. 

In 1997 she was one of the founding members 

of women's charity, An Nisa Slough Muslim 

Women's Group and has since been involved 

in various projects and pieces of work to raise 

the awareness of issues surrounding Muslim 

women.

Other work has included leading projects such 

as Islam Awareness Week and the Weekend 

for Women for the Islamic Society of Britain. 

She was the first female Vice President to be 

appointed and was its Executive Director 

from October 2010 to May 2014. 

Julie was a member of the Government's 

National Muslim Women's Advisory Group 

and has regularly been interviewed for 

magazines and newspapers including Woman 

magazine and The Big Issue. She featured in 

The Times Newspaper 100 most influential 

Muslim Women in the UK in 2009 and has 

been interviewed on various news 

programmes including BBC Radio 4's Today 

Programme and BBC Newsnight. After the 

attacks in Woolwich, Julie was interviewed on 

all the main news channels and current affairs 

programmes and became a voice of reason 

and calm. She joined the Government's group 

on Anti-Muslim hatred in January 2015 as an 

independent member.

Julie participated in two pieces of work with 

the University of Cambridge - Contextualising 

Islam in Britain and Narratives of Conversion. 

She was a mentor for the Prince of Wales 

Charity, Mosaic and is currently the elected 

Chair of her local SACRE (Standing Advisory 

Council for Religious Education). She is an 

advisor for Mitzvah Day, a Jewish day of social 

action and is a trustee for Muju, a 

collaboration for Muslims and Jews in theatre. 

She is an alumni of the Cambridge Coexist 

Leadership Programme 2013.
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Shaykha Safia Shahid

Born and raised in Glasgow, UK, Shaykha Safia 

Shahid travelled to Syria in 2003 to study 

sacred knowledge. She remained there for 

five years, studying Arabic at the University of 

Damascus and the Abu Nour Institute.

Shaykha Safia attended the classes of several 

illustrious scholars of our time, such as Shaykh 

Adnan Darwish and received ijaza to teach 

tajwid from Shaykh Abul Hassan Al-Kurdi. She 

also benefited from the company of great 

gnostics such as Shaykh Ahmad al-Habbal and 

Shaykh Shukri al-Luhafi.

She studied numerous texts under the 

tutelage of the great erudite scholar 

Al-SayyidShaykh Muhammad al-Yaqoubi, and 

was gifted the honour of gaining teaching 

licenses in these texts as well as chains of 

transmission in other major books of hadith. 

She had the great honour of the company of 

Shaykh Muhammad, exposing her to an 

abundance of light, knowledge and wisdom.

Upon leaving Syria in 2008, Shaykha began 

teaching online classes, covering subjects such 

as tajwid and aqida (completing Al-Aqida 

Al-Tahawiya several times). In 2009 she 

moved to Birmingham where she served as 

the Head of Education for women at the 

Jamatia Islamic Centre in Sparkhill. Her post 

included overseeing girls' education in the 

childrens' madrassa and teacher training of 

the female staff. Currently, her responsibilities 

there include teaching Islamic disciplines such 

as aqida, fiqh, tajwid, hadith and Arabic. 

She also taught fiqh at Masjid Qamarul Islam 

and Arabic Language Intensive course at the 

Muath Centre. In 2012, she delivered ‘The 

Etiquette of the Believer’ UK Tour, covering 

12 towns and cities nationwide. She has 

delivered talks and courses at many 

Universities and conferences with guest 

appearances on radio and Islam Channel. 

Many have embraced Islam at her hands 

Masha Allah. 

In 2013 she moved to London and continues 

teaching in Hounslow, London. Since then, she 

has also been teaching in an Islamic Secondary 

school in Reading. Subjects include 40 Hadith, 

Stories of the Prophets, Tafsir and Fiqh.
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A 2 day training conference 
to understand the Prophetic 
examples and the latest 
psycho-social techniques to 
support and engage Muslim 
Children to follow the 
Islamic faith to ensure they 
stay safe and make a 
positive contribution to the 
21st Century. 

Based on Madrassah 
Management 
Toolkit-Faith 
Associates

New Child 
Safeguarding 
standards presented

Behaviour 
management 
techniques tested

Connecting with the  
Next Generation
Training to be led by the world renowned Dr Mamoun Mobayed, 
Shaukat Warraich, Dr Ayub Rahim and others.

WHEN ?                                               FOR  WHO?
Training can be Booked                     Youth workers, Imam,                   
for any Location                                       Madrassah teachers, and
                                                                                 School teacher.

New Madrassah                                      REGISTER & INFO
Teaching Qualifications                       To Register for a place visit:
                                                                              www.faithassociates.co.uk
                                                                             + 44 (0) 845 273 6903

Accredited:
Faith Associates in collabration with the Case School of Education and Communities 
at UEL (the University of East London) provides participants on the course with the 
opportunity to take forward credits for the University Certi�cate for Madrassah 
Teacher of University Certi�cate for Muslims Community and Faith Leaders.
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15 years of experience

Leaders of Mosque & Madrassah Management,
Development and Support

Legal and insurance support for 
Mosques, Islamic Centres & 
Imams

Management & oraganisational 
development support and advice

Mosque Architectural design, 
planning permission approval advice

Finance and Fundraising Strategies 
for Mosques and Islamic Centres

Experts of Mosque, Madrassah and Islamic centre development and growth.
From Mosque constitutions, elections, to design to envoirnmental and business 
sustainability we can help

For more information call us on  0845 273 3903



Mosque Management & Leadership Training
A training course to support: Management & Leadership Guide 
for Mosque and Islamic Centre Management Handbook

Models of Madrassah Management 
Systems 
Safeguarding in the Mosque & 
Madrassah
Election/Selection/Co-Option Models 
and Approaches.
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Recruitment/Selection/Contracts
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Mosque Constituions & legal Strucutre
Safe Mosque Financing / Avoiding
Terror Financing
Improve Communication
Mosque Policies and procedures

2 day course content

Faith Associates in collabration with the Cass 
School of Education and Communities at UEL 
(The University of East London) provied 
participants on these two courses with two 
exciting opportunites.

With-Credit Short Course:

Take forward the learning you have 
experienced on the two-day courses through a 
mixture, of local seminars, undertaking 
projects in you Madrassah or Mosque and 
developing a portfolio of your reflections 
and work successfully completing this 
additional study leads to the award of a
UEL certificate.

Contact Faith Associates on
Office: +44 (0) 845 273 33903 email: info@faithassociates.co.uk www.faithassociates.co.uk



Madrassah Management

A training course to support: Madrassah Management and
safeguarding: A Handbooks

Faith Associates in collaboration 
with the Cass School Of Education 
and Communities at UEL (The 
University of East London ) provides
participants on this course with the 
opportunity to enter UEL education.

With-Credit Short Course:

Take forward the learning you have 
experienced on the two-day courses through a 
mixture, of local seminars, undertaking projects 
in you Madrassah or Mosque and developing a 
portfolio of your reflections and work 
successfully completing this additional study 
leads to the award of a UEL certificate.

Responsing to inapporpriate 
behaviour
Building Partnerships
Financial Sustainability
Record Keeping

2 day course content

Madrassah Management system
Creating a positive context
Safeguarding
Setting Expectations
Reward Strategies
Teaching positive behaviour

Contact Faith Associates on
Office: +44 (0) 845 273 33903 email: info@faithassociates.co.uk www.faithassociates.co.uk



DELIVERED BY QUALIFIED
Child Protection TRAINERS
Level 1 and Level 2

SAFEGUARDING TRAINING 
FOR MOSQUE & MADRASSAH 

STAFF & LEADER

Child Protection

Safe Recruitement & Selection

Managing Allegations Against Staff

Health & Safety

Anti-Bullying Policies

Behaviour Management

Curriculum

Staff Conduct

Contact Faith Associates on
Office: +44 (0) 845 273 33903 email: info@faithassociates.co.uk www.faithassociates.co.uk






