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Abu (Stephen): I dedicate this book to my wife, Belinda,
and my two children, Nathaniel and Rebecca,
who had to sacrifice seeing their father
so that he could serve the kingdom of God.
Thank you for letting me serve the Lord. I love you.

And to my fellow BMBs (believers of Muslim background)
in the Arab World for enriching my life with all their stories
and allowing me to be a part of their lives.

 

Kent: I would like to dedicate this book to the missionaries,
including Stephen, who have made so many sacrifices for Christ.




PROLOGUE

Kent A. Van Til


In the past forty years, more Muslims have converted to Christianity than did during the previous fourteen hundred years.” So said Abu Atallah in 2014. And if anyone is able to make such a statement, it is Abu. He is a convert from Islam to Christianity himself, and has been instrumental in bringing hundreds of those Muslims to Christ through his own ministry.

I know Abu under his English name, Stephen. We met while we were both seminary students in the 1980s. I didn’t know him all that well at the time, though I remember well his humor and some of his hardships. I moved on to missions in Latin America and then to academics, and lost track of him. When we had a “chance” reunion a few years back, I naturally asked what he had been up to. He told me. And the more he told me, the more amazed I became. I was convinced that someone had to get this story out. Shortly thereafter I realized that I was the one that had to do it. So what follows is Stephen’s story, through my words and in his voice.

Born into a well-to-do family in Cairo in the late 1950s, Stephen was a popular and outgoing Egyptian kid. He suffered the deaths of two close relatives early in life, and began asking fundamental religious questions at an early age. He sought companionship and solace in the Muslim Brotherhood, but found only violence there and quickly left.

The love of Christ found Stephen. He saw it in other Christian students, but most importantly in Christ himself. His conversion was costly. He lost family, friends, career, and home. He slept on floors and was effectively kicked out of college. His life was at risk. In fact, he chose the English name Stephen due to his belief that he too would soon be martyred.

By God’s grace he was able to leave Egypt and study in the United States. After earning three university-level degrees, he has dedicated his life to serving other Muslims, both those who have and who have not yet accepted Christ.

Stephen founded a church in the predominantly Arab-populated city of Dearborn, Michigan, and then moved on to be a consultant on Islam for a major mission agency based in London. He currently is a missionary for the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Europe, working among the millions of Syrian refugees in that continent. He also runs a training and retreat center in Spain, and lectures throughout the globe.

All along the way Stephen has been a witness to the One who first loved him. He does so in personal conversations with the highest and lowest in Muslim society, and also online on various websites. He is a well-regarded evangelist on four continents.

His story is not one of pure glory or success. He has not been able to return to Egypt under his real name, for fear that he will be killed as an apostate. His own family is bicultural and has had to move often, sometimes from country to country. He usually lives at the frontier between solvency and insolvency. But when asked whether he regrets having given up so much, he is quick to respond: “I would gladly do it again for the One who has done so much for me.”

I invite you to meet my friend Stephen in these pages.








CHAPTER ONE

A
KID
in
CAIRO


My father waited in line for one fish and three small loaves. When he got them, his allotment card was stamped for that day. It was all the rations he would get for his family of five each day during the war in the Suez.

We were in Port Sai’d, Egypt, late in 1956. Egyptian President Nasser had nationalized the Suez Canal earlier that year. But the British, along with the French and the Israelis, wanted to maintain control of it. So the British bombed half of the city to the ground. The area my parents lived in was safe enough, though, since the Italian consulate was just across the street, and the Italians were allied with the British. The fighting continued until pressure from the Soviet Union and the United States finally drove out the French, British, and Israelis on December 23 of that year.

We Egyptians had stereotypes about the British and French soldiers. The British soldiers were seen as awkward but kind fellows who would give Egyptian kids chocolate bars, while French soldiers were seen as haughty and elegant men who would chase Egyptian women. My mother apparently believed these stereotypes. One day, one of her friends told her that because she was light-skinned and attractive, there were some French men coming after her. She took that quite seriously. As a good Muslim woman, she was fearful for her purity and her reputation, so she fled home barefoot, leaving her sandals in the dirt with her friends.

Three weeks after the last British soldiers were expelled from Egypt, my parents had their fourth child—me. I was born six years after my next older brother, Moustafa, eight years after my eldest brother, Yasser, and ten years after my sister, Azieza. I was very much the baby of the family. In Egypt we have a saying: “The lowest grape of the bunch is the sweetest,” which means that the youngest one in the family is the sweetest. I like to think that was true. I’ve never been a rough character, and seem to have inherited my mother’s pleasant temperament.

I’m told that my sister, Azieza, was often my babysitter. I’m sure she did a good job, because fifty years later she claims that I still owe her for all her labors on my behalf: changing my diapers, feeding me, and so on. Yasser, my eldest brother, and I were quite close. He was in school ahead of me and paved the way for all of us by being a very good student. Moustafa was close to me too, though he is a rather private person.

My father was a teacher. He had a master’s degree in the fine arts, with a specialization in pottery making. He was very artistic, and I still have some pencil sketches he made of Charlie Chaplin, Laurel and Hardy, and Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh. He much admired the art of Vincent van Gogh and kept prints of van Gogh paintings around the house. Most of the males in his family, though, were engineers. His father, the grandfather I never knew, was a relatively wealthy man. He took two wives and many more mistresses. He was of Turkish origin (as are many in Egypt, which had once been part of the Ottoman Empire). He was even called a “pasha,” a royal title that enabled him to be a part of the House of Lords. I still have a picture of him in a fine suit, wearing a Turkish-style fez, with gold chains, and a gold pocket watch. He spent most of his money on women singers and dancers, but he did manage to help his four sons get a good education.

My uncle Sai’id was sent by the Egyptian Ministry of Education to get a PhD in architecture at the Sorbonne in France. He sent half the money from his scholarship back home to his mother, so she would have enough to take care of his younger brothers. Uncle Sai’id later became dean of the faculty of arts in Egypt. Another uncle, Mustafa, was blind; he died at the age of thirty-six, so I never knew him. They called him “Sheik Mustafa.” He was capable of reciting the entire Qur’an from memory in its original Arabic. My father’s third brother, Sabri, was the black sheep of the family. He was usually drunk, and sometimes stole money from family members. My dad and Uncle Sai’id were ashamed of him and yet felt responsible for him. My mother always felt sorry for him too, and gave him a good meal and some pocket change every time he dropped in.

My father had such a fine education that he was able to work his way up in the Egyptian education department, and moved around to take advantage of the promotions. As a result, each of us children was born in a different city. Shortly after the war in the Suez was over, we moved to a more upscale Cairo suburb, where he worked as a school administrator. As a tot, I would jump up in my father’s arms when he came home from work, hug him, and ask for a mint. He always gave me the mint, as well as a little nip or bite on the cheek, which is a common Egyptian way of showing affection.

When I was only six, my father took a position in Libya at the request of the Libyan government. At that time Egypt had far more professionals than any other country in North Africa, so it made agreements with other nations who needed our help. The king of Libya (Sanusi) requested that Egypt send professionals such as my father to teach in Libya. When he came home from Libya on school holidays, he often brought us gifts: one of them was the red tricycle that I had longed for. He also took me out for my favorite dessert, caramelized bread. It’s no wonder that by the time I was twenty I had seven fillings in my teeth. Of course, the fact that I also stole sugar cubes from the kitchen might have contributed to this. Like most Egyptians, I have a sweet tooth.

My father’s high position in the education department of Nasser’s regime enabled him to earn far more money than most Egyptians. In Libya his title was the Assistant to the Secretary of Education. Given Libya’s oil revenues, he must have been paid very well, and like my grandpa, the pasha, he liked to spend his money. He wore expensive English summer-wool suits, and he bought one for me too. It had eleven pockets! (I counted.) He once came home from Libya with a new Mercedes. My mother, however, was wiser, and she immediately made him sell it, and then used the money to buy property on which they could build a house.

My father was not an especially religious man. He went to the mosque to pray on Fridays, but wasn’t very active throughout the week. He believed that his good intentions and deeds would probably be enough to get him into paradise. In Islam you get credit for good intentions as well as good deeds. And you also get credit for not doing wrong. So at the Last Judgment you have a good chance of getting into paradise if you did relatively little wrong and intended to do considerable good. The angel on your right will hold a book listing your good deeds, and the angel on the left, your evil deeds. The books are then placed on a scale. If the good deeds outweigh the evil ones, you go to paradise; if the evil outweigh the good, hell.

I was a good Muslim kid myself. I obeyed the call of the muezzin from the minaret, who called the faithful to prayer five times a day.1


I testify that there is no God but Allah.

I testify that Mohammed is God’s Prophet.

Come to prayer.

Come to security [or salvation].

God is the greatest.

There is no God but Allah.



Since my maternal grandmother was also of Turkish descent, she too was lighter skinned than most Egyptians, which is considered a great advantage. In fact, in Egypt and through much of the Arab-speaking world, blacks are still unofficially referred to as slaves and considered inferior. So my mother pushed me and my siblings to stay away from dark-skinned Egyptians. As it turns out, she got her wish: we all married blondes.

My mother lost her own mother when she was only seven. She had a two-year-old sister, who she took care of while doing the household chores. She learned responsibility the hard way, at an early age. My maternal grandfather later remarried and had a son. That boy grew very close to my mother and remains a dear uncle to me. Mother was also more religious than my father was: she has prayed five times a day to Allah ever since she was seven years old, just as the Qur’an dictates.

The home my mother bought (my father was working in Libya) eventually became a four-story complex that was intended to house each of us as we got married and raised our own families. We lived on the third story. I know what it looks like from a number of angles, because my brothers Yasser and Moustafa used to dangle me by my toes from the third-floor balcony. It was a beautiful home in a district that included many embassies and foreign nationals. Since we were only blocks from the Nile, cranes, herons, and cormorants constantly plied the nearby skies. Birch and palm trees lined the streets. Each morning a Bedouin woman came in from the countryside, her donkey loaded with jugs of healthy, water-buffalo milk for sale.

My brothers and I played games, and they often made me play on a “team” against them. So there I would be at age five or six, with a rubber band and paper wads in my hands, with my two expert-marksmen elder brothers firing at me. I lost. Our district was on the outskirts of Cairo, with fields and farms nearby. We had a field to play soccer in, and the streets were completely safe. Today the neighborhood has been swallowed up by Cairo, an ever-expanding city of over eight million inhabitants.

We were even well-to-do enough to have a country-club membership. The elites of Egypt plus some British and German expats were members there. It had a pool, a movie theater, polo grounds, and so forth. We went there often, gawked at the European sunbathers, and watched Hollywood films. The club membership enabled us to flaunt our high status in society. There is an old Egyptian proverb that goes: “Eat whatever you like to eat at home, but dress the way other people think you should outside.”  That’s what we did. We looked good in public—and were proud of it.

My grandmother also lived nearby. She was a sweet, old woman. She was blind and wanted company, so she paid me a quarter to sit still long enough for her to tell stories about the Arabian Nights or other parables and fables. I well remember these stories and still use some of them when I speak in public.

At that time a young imam (religious leader) roved around our neighborhood in a cheap cotton robe and flip-flops trying to start a new mosque in our area. Along with other local children, I went out and collected money to build the new mosque. We succeeded. Today that imam wears a silk robe and presides over a big mosque.

Family visits were quite common and rarely planned in advance. I remember one occasion when my mother had to leave for a week to help one of her family members. She carefully prepared exactly enough food for us kids while she was gone, estimating how much we would need for each meal. A few days later, relatives from my father’s side of the family dropped in—all twelve of them. We greeted them and treated them like royalty, as is customary. We had to make emergency runs to the grocery store to get enough to make it through, and we had barely enough money to do it. But we did enjoy having them over, and when they departed, we told them what a pleasure it was and that they should return soon.

Bringing honor to the family is crucial in Arab societies. If I was being introduced to someone new, I would be placed in a branch of the family tree until everyone could make a connection and see where I fit in. “Oh, so your mother is the sister of X who married the son of Y. And he was the man from family T who was known to have endowed the mosque in S.” It is something like a game of Bingo. We keep talking and examining family lines till we can declare, “Bingo, we’re family!” This goes back a long way in Arab tradition. Even today, different political parties are often derived from branches of families or sects that split off the Muslim trunk centuries ago.2

The main celebration of the year is Ramadan, which is celebrated with family. Ramadan is a month-long fast and is one of the five pillars of Islam. The fast goes from sunrise to sunset, and the forbidden items include not only food but also water, tobacco, sex, and so on. The reason for the fast is twofold: to grow in spiritual strength as the body weakens, and to remember the poor, who don’t have much food for their everyday lives. The Islamic calendar is set up on lunar cycles, so the time for Ramadan changes over the years. When Ramadan comes up during a summer month, it can be very taxing, since the daytime heat in Cairo averages over 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Furthermore, the hours of daylight in the summer are far longer than they are in the winter.

Muslims know that they should be especially well behaved during Ramadan, since bad deeds eliminate the effectiveness of the fast. Nonetheless, one unintended consequence of the summer heat and the fast is that people get quite cranky toward the end of a long, hot day in which they’ve had neither food nor water. Fistfights are a common sight in Cairo on hot Ramadan afternoons.

At sunset the local mosque usually sets out food and water for the poor, with flags or balloons drawing attention to it. Some wealthy people also set out food, especially politicians who are seeking reelection. As children, we would carry beautifully ornate lanterns, fanoos, after sunset and sing songs of the season. At dusk, TV stations would broadcast shows that encouraged us to keep the fast and the faith. Breaking the fast at dusk was always, literally, a treat: we Egyptians love to eat our favorite foods, such as crepes filled with fruits or meats, baklava, honey, almonds, hazelnuts, dried figs, and apricots, at the end of a day of fasting. The end of the month of Ramadan is a three-day celebration called Eid al-Fitr. It is the nearest celebration Muslims have to the Christian Christmas. Our extended family always had a feast.

My father never made a pilgrimage to Mecca (the hajj). I don’t know whether that was a cause of regret for him. It is said that the hajj makes up for thousands of sins.3 The hajj is one of the five pillars of Islam; the other four are repeating the creed, “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his prophet”; almsgiving; five daily prayers; and fasting during Ramadan. All Muslims who are able try to make the hajj at one point in their lives.

The hajj is an annual event that involves millions of Muslims. The pilgrims (hajji) replicate the journey of Muhammad and worship at the Kaaba, a building believed to have been constructed by Abraham and Ishmael (sura 2:127).4 Pilgrims walk counter-clockwise around the Kaaba seven times, each time offering a prayer of praise to Allah. If possible, they kiss the black stone at its center, but if the crowds are too great, they devoutly raise their right hand in honor during each of the seven passes. Hajji also reenact Hagar’s frantic search for water, and they throw stones at a wall where Shaytan (Satan) is believed to have dwelt. Muslims believe that going on the hajj erases all previous sins, so each pilgrim returns from it with a perfectly clean record.5 But it is still no guarantee of a positive final judgment or ticket to paradise, since you can start sinning again the minute the hajj is over. The only guarantee of paradise is martyrdom in the cause of Islam.

There is a cute Algerian story about an Arab cat who went on a pilgrimage to Mecca. Upon his return, he called all his friends together, including the mice, to celebrate his pilgrimage and the resulting remission of sins. One old mouse refused to come, still not trusting the cat. All the other mice happily attended. The party went on, the music played, and the cat talked about his lovely, transformative experience on the hajj. Then he killed and ate all the mice. The old mouse who stayed home knowingly said, “A cat will still be a cat, hajj or no.” The moral of the story is that even those who make the hajj cannot be confident that they will truly be changed or attain paradise.

Muslims generally believe that Ishmael, the child of Abraham and his concubine, Hagar, was the son God asked Abraham to sacrifice.6 When the angel held back Abraham’s hand to prevent the sacrifice, Abraham found a ram in the thicket and sacrificed it in Ishmael’s place. In remembrance of this, the hajji celebrate with a ceremonial feast of lamb, chant praises to Allah, and give gifts to friends and family upon their return from the hajj.

One holiday, when my father was home from Libya, I saw him taking a nap. I went over to talk and play with him, but I noticed that his stomach was not rising and falling. I told my mother and brothers, but they didn’t believe me. I insisted. When my mother came in, she found him dead. He had had a brain aneurism; there had been no warning. He was fifty-two years old, and I was eleven.

“Oh Baba, Baba,” I cried. “How could you leave us?” I was heartbroken and have grieved over his loss ever since. At age eleven I could not comprehend why death had struck so soon. I had lost a wonderful man as father, one who had doted on me and shown me love and affection. My father’s love could never be replaced, but family did step in. In Egypt, the government really has no programs for widows, so the family takes on responsibilities for one another. Uncle Sai’id, in particular, took care of us. He used the festival of Eid al-Fitr as the occasion to give our family money or new clothes.

I was a city kid, but the cousins on my mother’s side lived in the country. In fact, half of one village south of Cairo on the Nile was populated with relatives on my mother’s side. On one street lived an uncle in a three-story house. His adult son and family lived on the second floor, and his second son on the third. Across the street were his cousins. For dinner, all the women would get together and cook for the whole tribe. So it was—and still is—in most rural villages in Egypt.

I didn’t know anything about animals or farming, but spent most summers there playing with my country cousins. We would ride the donkey together and play on the farm. I once made the mistake of standing behind a mule that was tied in his stall. He kicked me so hard I went flying to the other end of the barn. I had some badly bruised ribs. My sympathetic cousins laughed themselves to tears. “How could you be so stupid as to stand behind the mule?”

One cousin was exactly my age, and we were closer than most brothers. At harvest time we were assigned to stay up all night with the harvested crops. Since there were no barns, we had to protect the crop from thieves. So we spent the night in the field next to the cucumbers, melons, peppers, and so on. To fortify ourselves for our overnighter, we drank “tar tea,” which looked a great deal like its name, since it had been brewed for over six hours. To dull the pain we added tablespoons of sugar to this black potion. I suspect the caffeine and sugar content of this concoction would make most of today’s energy drinks seem watery by comparison. We lay among the vegetables, waiting for the truck that would come to pick up the produce in the morning.

My cousin and I were allowed to play throughout the whole village, most of which was made up of our relatives. But one day, when I was back in Cairo, my cousin played around the village well and fell in. He drowned at the age of eleven. I was devastated. I was at a loss to express my emotions. I had lost the two men who were closest to me in a year’s time. My mother tried to console me, but my grief was a greater weight than I could bear.

My family didn’t want me to attend the funeral and burial of either my cousin or my father. Perhaps they thought I was too young to be exposed to this. But because I never actually saw them buried, I was haunted by dreams for years afterward. Perhaps my father was coming home from Libya, or my cousin would soon come out to play.

Years later, when a friend of the family died, I learned what Muslim funeral practices are like. The men and the women are segregated. The wailing begins with the women, who raise their voices in loud, falling tones that would make you cry even if you didn’t know the deceased. They come to the home of the widow with foodstuffs like dates and candies and try to console her. The widow will cry out often, saying something like, “Oh, dear love of mine, why did you go? What will I do without you?”

Meanwhile, the men of the family will set up a funeral tent nearby. It could be right in the middle of a street or off in the corner of a lot. They put in the tent stakes, and the male relatives sit in a circle on its edges. Other men come in and greet the relatives one by one, recalling what a good man and a good Muslim he had been. An imam with a strong voice is paid to chant from the Qur’an all night. At modern funerals, the imams use microphones, so the whole neighborhood hears the recitation. Burial must occur within twenty-four hours of death, since that is the amount of time that it took to bury the Prophet Muhammad.7 The corpse is not embalmed. The body is wrapped in a shroud and then laid in the ground on its right side so that the good deeds will all be weighed properly.8 The head faces Mecca in anticipation of the resurrection. After the burial, there is a three-day mourning period for all, and there is a four-month plus ten-day mourning period for the widow. During this time she is not supposed to wear any decorative clothing or jewelry, move out of her home, or remarry.

Since I was home so much with my mother after my father’s death, I learned to keep house, unlike most Egyptian men. Even though my mother had gone to school through only the sixth grade, she encouraged my siblings and me to study. She read the newspaper, watched the news, and had her own independent political viewpoints, all unusual for an Egyptian woman in that day. She also kept a running list of proverbs, which she poured out on us with frequency. I still remember a few: “The baby monkey, in his mother’s eye, looks like a gazelle.” Or “The door of the carpenter is always jammed.” I remember that she made me memorize passages from the Qur’an, a normal assignment for Muslim children. If I messed up or goofed off instead of studying, she gave me a swat with her flip-flop. She insisted that all of us go forward in our education, and we all did.







CHAPTER TWO

ADOLESCENCE
in an
ARAB FAMILY


I was a popular kid: short, talkative, outgoing, and well known in the neighborhood. I talked with everybody—the shopkeepers, the utility workers, the carpenter, the baker, and the neighbors. I made my daily rounds from one to the next. They all knew me by name, and my brothers and sister were even known as “the brother/sister of Abu.” My mother complained that I blabbed family secrets all over town, and she was probably right. Sometimes I would go out and play without telling anyone where I was going, which drove my mother nuts. I was also known around the house as the “Destroyer” because I took apart anything I could get my hands on. Rarely could I put it back together. I took apart every toy I got—just to see how it worked.

I was a Boy Scout leader, and I loved my time in the club. Since the club in Egypt was founded by the British, we dressed up like the British scouts. We had scarves and hats, and worked on merit badges. I also played xylophone in the school band, while enrolled in some of the best schools of Cairo. In middle school I was a good student. In fact, I turned in the best biology notebook in the school. It was very artistic, no doubt thanks to my father’s influence. I became close to some of my teachers, one student teacher in particular. He was with us for only a year, but we loved him. I still have a picture of him.

During the War of 1967, I was trained to be a civil defense worker. I had to learn what to do when we were bombarded by the Israelis in their US-made Phantom jets. I saw bodies being carried by helicopter to the nearby military hospital. To this day, when I hear a thunderstorm, I cringe, fearing that bombs may be falling.

Like most boys in Muslim countries, I was circumcised at age twelve. A party was held in my honor, somewhat like a Jewish bar mitzvah. At the party celebrating the circumcision, they sing a song called “Oh You Little Prince.” It goes like this:


Oh, young little groom,

You may be hurting now,

But you won’t die.

You changed clothes and dressed up

And you’ll be drinking some fine chicken soup soon.



While singing this the family dances in a circle and rings a copper mortar and pestle. Unlike a bar mitzvah, however, this ritual has no real religious significance.

In high school I fell in love with a special girl. She was a beauty who, along with her sisters, had been educated in French schools and influenced by French culture. She was also my first cousin, the daughter of Uncle Sai’id. She had grown up in France while he completed his PhD at the Sorbonne. She and her sisters then attended a private French school in Egypt once they returned from Paris, and Uncle Sai’id had French paintings and decorations in his home. All this French influence made me suspicious about her past with French men. Like most Egyptian young men, I was no virgin, but I held firmly to the hypocritical belief that a woman must be a virgin on her wedding day. In spite of my doubts, I fell in love with her. To get her attention and sympathy, I made a pathetic attempt at suicide by overdosing on aspirin. I had absolutely no intention of actually dying, so I called a friend to come and get me to a hospital shortly after I took the pills. My cousin was not swayed; her rejection was heartbreaking.

Some years later, after I had become a Christian, my brother Moustafa sent me a letter explaining that I had probably become a Christian in order to salve the broken heart that was caused by my cousin’s rejection. He also posited that my attraction to foreigners led to my later obsession with Christ. Perhaps those were influences, but they were certainly not the most important ones. It seems not to have occurred to Moustafa that Christianity might simply be true.

Falling in love with and marrying a cousin is commonplace in most Arab countries. Arabs want their inheritance and traditions to stay in the family, so the ideal mate is the daughter of your father’s brother, which is exactly what she was. So my romantic attraction to her was applauded by my family, and they too were disappointed when I was thwarted in love. In fact, brother Yasser married her older sister, bringing great joy to the whole family.

If no cousin on your father’s side is available, the next best candidate is the daughter of your mother’s brother, and so on down the line. This may have its genetic problems, but in some ways it is good. The cousins have usually grown up together, and they know each other and each other’s family well. This may be one reason that divorce is far less frequent among Egyptians than it is among Americans.

Yasser was a brilliant student. He went to dental school after college and then joined the military as an army dentist. He eventually became a brigadier general of the police force. It is quite common for people to get ahead in Egypt by joining the army or police. These institutions have a lot of money, and they run businesses (and hospitals) throughout the country. As the world saw in the February 2011 coup in Egypt, and the takeover in 2013, the military is highly respected—and much feared.

Yasser not only studied in Egypt but also in England, where he earned his PhD in dentistry. He is credited with a pioneering discovery in TMJ research.1 Yet, at one point he had some emotional and physical problems. My mother tried everything she could to help him. She took him to a doctor, then to a psychologist. She lit a special candle for him in the Coptic Church,2 and she also resorted to an Islamic folk remedy. She thought that someone might have cursed him, perhaps out of envy, so she placed an amulet under his pillow as protection. Inside the amulet was the ear of a wolf and some verses from the Qur’an. The verses were from the last two chapters of the Qur’an (chapters titled “Al-Nas” and “Al-Falaq”) and are widely believed to protect successful homes and businesses from spells conjured by envious neighbors. In fact, the Prophet Muhammad himself feared that someone had put a spell on him, so he was undoubtedly relieved when the visions of “Al-Nas” and “Al-Falaq” included an antidote to such spells. These verses from the Qur’an are often hung up in Muslims homes and businesses in much the same way that Christians may have “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord,” or some such verse posted on their wall.

This is far from the only ritual practice of folk Islam. Arabic coffee is famous throughout the world for its taste. But in the Arab world it is also famous as a tool of divination. When brewed, the coffee has lots of suds. Fortunetellers take this brew, turn it over in a saucer, and read out the fortune from the suds. One man in our neighborhood was a professional fortuneteller. He would charge 500 Egyptian pounds (a small fortune) to read someone’s fortune from the coffee. People would come from all over the country to have their fortunes told by him. For example, a person considering marriage would ask him to “read the cup,” and see if the time and the person were auspicious. Among the general public, folk Islam runs parallel to orthodox Islam, much to the chagrin of most imams and Islamic scholars.

My sister, Azieza, earned a degree in agriculture, and she served as an agricultural consultant in dirt-poor Yemen under the auspices of the World Bank. She worked among the women there, showing them how to increase their agricultural productivity. Although women had considerable opportunities in Egypt for education and advancement, this was not true in Yemen. My sister was harassed by the Yemeni men because she helped the local women advance, which was threatening to the men who wanted to maintain complete control.

We didn’t go out on dates in Egypt. It was assumed that any time spent together between eligible singles was aimed directly at marriage. In Egypt, as in most Muslim countries, a woman cannot be alone with an eligible male. So if my mother’s brother came over, she and my sister could ask him into the house, and they would wear no veils or special coverings since he was not an eligible marriage candidate for either of them. If, however, any eligible man were to stop by unannounced (and that is how most visits occurred), my mother and sister would have to quickly cover up and seek a male member of the family to accompany them.

So when my sister, Azieza, went out with her fiancé, I was often sent along as her escort (spy). I was literally to be the “wedge” that stayed between them. I really didn’t care whether my sister’s fiancé was spending time with her, but I had to go along with the charade. Her fiancé knew we were playing a game too. So after they were together for a while, he would say to me, “Why don’t you run and get us some ice cream cones? And don’t go to the shop around the corner, they don’t have the good stuff. Go down to Sulemain Street and get them. And buy one for yourself too. No rush.” We knew it was a social game, but one that was necessary—and fun to play.

The way inheritance works in Islam is that the sons receive one full share of inheritance and the daughters get one-half share. So a common marriage would mean that the couple would receive one and a half shares from the parents. The man, however, must pay a dowry to the family of the woman. When young people marry within the family, the inheritance, which is often land, remains in that family. It is quite similar to what the Old Testament Israelites did. After my conversion, though, I lost all claim to the family inheritance since it is illegal for a Christian to receive the inheritance of a Muslim. If I were to make a claim on the inheritance today, my sisters-in-law would scream, “He apostatized! He cannot receive the inheritance of a Muslim!”

My second brother, Moustafa, became an engineer—and also a socialist. When he was an engineering student in Cairo, he joined in the protests against President Anwar Sadat and was jailed for his efforts. He likes to keep things to himself, and I am only now finding out about some of the things he did when he was younger. He is a man of principle, well read, and conscientious.

I was deeply embedded in my family, village, religion, and country. I had it made, as the youngest child in a well-to-do family. Though I lost my father at an early age, I grew up as a child of privilege in comparison to most Egyptians. I never went hungry; I had an excellent education and a loving family. I followed the customs of my faith and my culture. Therefore, it came as a great surprise to everyone, me included, when I became a Christian.
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