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FOR THE SAKE OF THE NAME: A LETTER TO NEW 
 MISSIONARIES IN THE ARAB WORLD 

Abu Daoud1 

1. Greeting 
Dear Brother and Sister,2 

Um Daoud and I have been so happy to be one voice of many that helped you to recognize your 
vocation to the Arab world, and then help you in a minor way to get from A to B to C. And now you 
are there, beginning language acquisition.  You have sold or given away most of your human 
possessions, including that collectible sports car, an assortment of leftover things from your pantry, 
and a table lamp that we use most every day.  In doing this you reveal where your treasure resides. 

First I want to confirm your call.  We’ve been missionaries now for about a decade and I 
remember when I first met the two of you for supper, how you were interested in missions, broadly 
speaking.  I encouraged you to consider mission among the less and least-reached peoples.  How 
happy I was months later when we met up again and heard that you had met some other workers 
from our missionary society and you were considering the Arab world, all of which is least-reached 
or unreached.  I see in this the hand of God.  

And remember also that your apostolic vocation to the mission field was not merely a matter of 
private judgment; it was confirmed by your congregation and its leadership and by our missionary 
society as well.  This has always been encouraging to me in moments of doubt: that we are not 
missionaries because we alone feel that this is our calling, but that this calling has been affirmed by 
our local church, and in many cases multiple churches, and also by a ministry of Christians 
committed to and knowledgeable about the Church’s mission in the world.  

2. For the Sake of the Name 
I would like to now share a few insights.  They are not primarily spiritual, I suppose.  I think that by 
this time in your spiritual life you know the basics: prayer, fasting, liturgy, sacrament, silence, 
Scripture, pilgrimage, and so on.  And to be honest, if you want to learn more on these then there are 
many far better teachers than me, for I have often reflected on the reality of true and resplendent 
holiness and my lack of success in obtaining it.  But I will share with you some reflections on what I 
learned from living in the Arab world, with the hope that you will find something of value as you 
journey towards fruitfulness for the name’s sake.  

But before I get to that, let me share with you my favorite Bible verse about missionaries, and I 
commend this to you: “For they went out for the sake of the Name, accepting nothing from the 
Gentiles [that is, non-Christians].  Therefore we ought to support such men, so that we may be 
fellow workers with the truth” (3 John 7, 8).  This might seem like the kind of verse you would use 
when fundraising, but I like it because it reminds us of who we are and what we do at the heart of our 
vocation: that we have gone out– out from our culture, from our homeland, from our language– and 
that this has been done for the sake of “the name”.  Jews in the 1st Century (as today) often did not 
want to pronounce the divine name (YHWH) because of its overwhelming holiness, so they would 
say “the Name” or “ha shem”.  (May I note that the Hebrew shem and the Arabic ism are cognates?)  
But here John the elder means not God, but God as revealed in Jesus– Jesus is now ha shem or “the 
name”.  There is much more one could say on these two brief verses, but let us move on to the heart 
and soul of this letter. 

The first months are special: both easier and more difficult than the following months and years 
in the field.  The exciting part is that every experience brings something new and interesting.  The 
hard part is that the day to day things you know how to do so well in your home country are so 
different there: getting the phone hooked up, finding out where stuff is in the store, figuring out 
public transportation and visa procedures, and so on.  I know for Um Daoud the hardest part was 
being away from her parents and siblings.  Also, as a man I was out in public much more and met 
other men, who were more likely to have received a good education and so speak English. 

                                                        
1 Abu Daoud is a contributing editor at St Francis Magazine. 

2 This is a real letter written to real missionaries, but I felt it was worth publishing because I trust that other workers will 
find something of worth in it. 
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3. Advice to New Missionaries 
But here are a few pieces of advice, for the short and the long term.  Feel free to use them or not, as 
you see fit. Many of these we received from others and have found them to be useful and fruitful, and 
so they are handed on to you.  
 
First ,  apply  yoursel f  to  language acquisi t ion above al l  e l se .   

Of course take care of your marriage and your relationship with God and so on, but once you have 
those essentials of life taken care of, language study should come first.  It may not feel very spiritual 
or fruitful– sitting around quizzing each other on lists of verbs and their conjugations.  But trust me, 
this is important.  Language is at the heart of how people understand themselves and Arabic has a 
very special place in the Arab heart– much more so than English does to Americans.  Most Arabs 
cannot actually carry on a good conversation in classical Arabic, and if you show that you know it 
they will respect you.  But if you show that you are familiar with the local dialect as well then you 
demonstrate that you are not merely an erudite academic, but a man of the people as well.  
Proficiency in Arabic is an absolute must.  I don’t know of a single fruitful long-term missionary in 
the Arab world who did not become at least proficient (if not fluent) in Arabic. 

 
Second,  learn the  c lassical  s tuff .   

Yep, you need it.  See, Arabic is not really one language, the way that English is.  British, 
American, Australian, and Indian English– they differ on very minor points.  And you will hear 
people say that Arabic is like that.  Rubbish and hogwash.  Iraqi Arabic and Moroccan Arabic have 
about as much in common as Italian and Spanish (both birthed from Latin).  Knowing that classical 
Arabic will enable you to speak to a crowd anywhere in the Arab world, even though your 
comprehension of them will be limited.  For instance, I studied Arabic in the Levant but once found 
myself in North Africa where I was to present lectures on Scripture and church history.  This I was 
able to do, leaning heavily on my Classical Arabic (with some French tossed in).  When the locals 
spoke to me it was very difficult for me to understand them in their dialect.  Another reason why this 
is important is that if you need to learn a new dialect, it is relatively easy to work down from 
Classical Arabic to a local dialect, but very difficult to work from only knowing a local dialect to 
working your way up to Classical Arabic. 

 
Third,  remember that  you are Americans and don’t  try  to  hide i t .   

I know lots of Americans who have gone out of their way to be more Arab than the Arabs– 
adopting names and customs and idioms that to a lot of Arabs don’t always seem authentic coming 
from a non-Arab.  Learn the language well, stay up to date on the history and politics of the region, 
and that is enough.  God caused you to be born and raised in a certain place and time, and while you 
need to respect local customs (I’m thinking of clothing here, among other things), be who God made 
you to be. 

 
Fourth ,  learn the  history of  the  people  and country .   

Americans are very historyless people.  We have a new country and most of us cannot name all of 
our great grandparents.  Arabs are not like this.  They tend to be very proud of their history (even if 
they are bothered by some of the implications and consequences of the history).  So learn it.  
Knowing the history and the language of a people is the foundation to understanding the local 
context, and this will allow you to discern how to approach different topics in different settings, 
including but not limited to the topic of the Messiah and his ministry and his community.  When we 
arrived in the Middle East I learned so much from books like Cragg’s The Arab Christian, 
Dalrymple’s From the Holy Mountain, Fromkin’s A Peace to End all Peace, Yergin’s The Prize, Lewis’ 
What went Wrong?, Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Ye’or’s 
The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam, and more recently Stark’s God’s Battalions.  Never stop 
learning, and never stop reading. 

 
Fifth ,  do not  badmouth other Christ ians .   

Evangelicals do this all the time.  They look at the Christians of the Crusades, for instance, and 
say, O those were not real Christians.  These evangelicals often don’t know the first thing about the 
historical Crusades, like that the first one was occasioned by massacres of Christian pilgrims to the 
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Holy Land and the destruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, and that the reconquest of 
Jerusalem was absolutely a just cause because it had been taken from Christendom in an unjustifiable 
Arab war of aggression, or that the violence of the Crusaders was pretty conventional for those days 
and paled in comparison to that of the infamous Muslim leader Baybars, or other things.  In fact, 
coming to the defense of other Christians, even when I don’t entirely agree with them, but out of 
solidarity and collective honor is something I learned from Muslims.  If you are confronted with a 
very real sin committed by Christians against Muslims then own it, and apologize on the behalf of 
your Christian brothers. 

 
Sixth ,  don’t  be  ashamed of  being a Christ ian.   

American evangelicals are very odd people, and we have a very bizarre form of religion.  
American religion is like a buffet, you sort of take what you like and leave what you don’t like.  If you 
don’t like the word “Christian” then you call yourself a “Jesus follower” or just invent your own 
word.  If you feel uncomfortable calling your assembly a “church” you call it something else– a 
fellowship or whatever.  This form of Christianity is so deracinated and historyless that I have very 
little hope for its future.  I am saying, don’t be like that.  If you are talking with a Muslim and you 
think they don’t understand the correct meaning of the word “Christian”, then ask them.  Indeed, this 
can be a great entre to the Gospel: I am a Christian, praise be to God, but let me ask you– what do 
you think Christians believe?  As a side note, I have grown to be proud of this wonderful label– 
Christian– for which our ancestors would sooner have died rather than rejected.  If you make up your 
new label in the Middle East it may well not lead to more openness, but to suspicion that you are 
deceitful or a cultist.  Americans love novelty.  Most of the world, including the Arab world, has 
more sense than to think that just because something is new it is ipso facto better. 

 
Seventh ,  learn from the ancient  Churches .   

The deepest theological statement I have heard in the last ten years came from my friend the 
Orthodox priest.  I asked him if it was possible to be justified by faith alone, apart from works, 
because some of his rhetoric sounded pretty evangelical.  He though for a moment and replied, “It is 
possible to be justified by faith without work, but it is better to be justified by faith and works.”  Or 
with the same man (who received no theological training), when he was put in charge of a church in a 
neighboring town that had been without a priest for a long time, I asked him, “So how do you start?”  
He answered, “I will call every family on the membership list and visit them at their home.”  The idea 
of an American pastor calling and visiting every person/family on their membership list and then 
actually visiting them at home was shocking to me.  But then I realized that he was right.  The man 
with no training was following the genuine Christian tradition of being a pastor, and I had never 
seen that in the USA. 

 
Eighth ,  Don’t  fal l  in  love or in hate .   

Over the years you will find yourself (if you are like most people) starting in a stage of absolute 
delight at the newness and goodness of stuff you see in Arab culture that is absent in the West; and 
then to a state of absolute disillusion with the nepotism and corruption and backwardness of Arab 
society; and then to a state of equanimity.  Sometimes the first two reactions come in the opposite 
direction.  Anyway, wait for the equanimity.  And let me note that when you come back to the West 
you will undergo this process all over again.  When you find yourself tending too strongly in one 
way or the other, remember this. 

 
Ninth ,  realize that  Is lam as a  c ivi l ization has a  long-term future and that  the  West  does  
not .   

You might think that by saying this I am violating the advice I just offered, but this is not the 
case.  I cannot predict the future with certainty here, but this conviction comes from well-
documented demographic trends.  The West, after the Enlightenment, placed each individual human 
at the center of his or her own universe, giving him the duty of constructing his own sense of ethics 
(now called values, how pathetic), purpose of life, relationships, beauty, and so on.  Not surprisingly, 
this way of life, called modernity, has in these last days led to surprising realities wherein people 
contend even with objective physiology in terms of sexuality.  The good news is that this unnatural 
way of ordering society is waning.  It may appear powerful but the proponents of this way of life (if 
one can call it that) cannot offer a good cause for having children, or more than one child, which is at 
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least an “interesting” commodity whereby one can realize their own emotional capacities.  This is a 
fancy way of saying that the West is breeding itself out of existence.  I won’t bore you will all the 
demographic figures, but Islamic civilization, for all its faults and problems and deficiencies, is still 
closer to God’s will for the family than is the secular West (today).3  Because of this marriage and 
children are still valued, even if we might object that Christian marriage is superior to Islamic 
marriage in many cases. Muslims, when asked, Do you believe in this civilization enough to give birth to 
at least two human beings in order to make sure it does not die? can largely say yes (the only exception 
being in Iran, believe it or not).  In almost every country of the West, the secular Westerner 
responds with a resounding no. 

 
Tenth ,  in  making point  nine ,  I ’m not  being a pessimist .   

Um Daoud and I were chatting last night and she mentioned that people who don’t live long are 
pessimists, implying that I am one.  I objected that I’m a realist, but that the demise of the West is 
not necessarily bad, because I have a hopeful and positive vision for that society that does really 
matter– the Church.  The West may indeed be the bastard child of the Church (I find that 
description compelling), but the Church alone among all communities on the face of the earth was 
founded directly by the Messiah.  So while the West is in a state of irreversible demographic decline 
(and declining societies grow violent, mind you), the Church, the pillar of truth, a chosen people, will 
endure. 

 
Eleventh ,  the  local  Christ ian church or mission can easi ly  suck up al l  your t ime.   

I have known a lot of missionaries who didn’t have a single real friendship with a Muslim.  So be 
aware of that.  By all means help the local church to some extent, but never let it suck up all your 
time and make sure that every week you are spending some time with local Muslims. 

 
Point twelve is  that  there  is  no Golden Key.   

Our society in the West is very focused on productivity, and this is as true for business 
management as it is for mission.  The history of evangelical witness to Muslims is littered with 
Golden Keys– the mythical formula that, if only put into practice, would instantly lead to 
conversions and new churches.  The problem is that what works in one place doesn’t always work in 
another place, and what works in a given time period doesn’t always work later.  So when you hear of 
the latest great breakthrough (IM, CPM, CAMEL, Kingdom Circles, T4T, etc.) just listen, and learn 
it, but remember that at the most basic level your role is to cross boundaries for the sake of the 
Gospel.  Or as Augustine said, “Love God and do as you will.” 

 
And finally  (13) ,  have a sense  of  humor.   

You really need this because you will learn more from your mistakes than your successes, 
especially at first.  If you are too hard on yourself when you mess up or use the wrong word or say 
something embarrassing or commit some cultural faux pas, then the learning process will become a 
burden and not a joy, which is what it should be.  

 

4. Doxology and Blessing 
Perhaps you are disappointed that I have not included more on the practical points of witness to 
Muslims.  But that can wait for another day.  For now, believe in God, and glory in the majestic 
glory of your religion and truths revealed about God by himself and for our salvation: Atonement, 
Incarnation, and Trinity.  These are the crown jewels of our religion called Christianity, initiated by 
Jesus Christ and named after his followers, both Jewish and Gentile, who were called Christians, who 
were named after Jesus, the Christ. 

Now, glory be to God in Christ Jesus and in the Church, from generation to generation! 
And may God bless you and make you fruitful for his glory. 

                                                        
3 For what it’s worth, for more info on this check out my blog islamdom.blogspot.com, and do a search for ‘Europe’ or 
‘demographics’ or ‘demography’ or ‘fertitility.’ 


