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There is no god but God.

Sermon: The Sayings of the Prophet

Once upon a time, long ago,
in a place very different from our places, there lived a people.
For a long, long time before that, this people had lived in the desert,
where life was hard, and always hungry, and often dangerous.
But they managed — because they stayed together in small tribes,
and because everyone in the tribe helped and supported everyone else;
and because every other tribe was their enemy.
Their religion was a code of loyalty, courage, and avenging wrong:
every threat, every act of violence done to a single member
of the tribe, was understood as a wrong done to the tribe as a whole.
Those who were powerful were to be generous with their wealth,
and to protect those who were weaker.
This people prided themselves on surviving without very much,
and they did not worry about tomorrow —
for life was tenuous, and no one could change fate.

After a long time, some of the people began to settle in cities;
and for some of them, life got easier.
They could buy the products of others, and sell them in the market;
for the first time, it was possible, for some, to accumulate wealth.
But for others in the cities, life got even harder than before...
... for the poor, and women without families,
and all those who were burdened with disadvantages,
there was not enough money, or food, or security.
And unlike their life in the desert, the powerful ones
no longer looked out for them — because they were too busy
looking out for themselves, and their money.
Times were changing, too fast;
many people were frightened —
and some of them were expectant, too,
because they had heard stories about a Messiah —
someone who would come and change the world.

It was in this world of the city that a man began to change.
He was an ordinary man in many ways, and extraordinary, too.
From the earliest part of his life
he had known what it meant to have nothing.
His father, Abdallah, had died before he was born.
His Mother, Amina, was poor, and had to depend on protection of others.
And yet this boy, whose name was Muhammad, was always special.
As a baby, Muhammad was given to foster parents in the desert.
There was a famine at that time — everyone was starving.
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His foster-mother had a baby of her own;

their camel had no milk, and she no milk to nurse her own son.
Yet the moment that Muhammad was given to her,

her breasts filled with milk,

and the camel had milk to give, too.

They all slept soundly that night,

wondering at their good fortune.

Strange and wonderful things continued to happen around Muhammad;
and life still continued to be hard.

Muhammad’s mother died when he was six,

and Muhammad went to live with his grandfather ...

and then his grandfather died only 2 years later.

Muhammad went to live with his uncles,

but it was hard not having a family of his own.

Perhaps because of this, all his life,

Muhammad had a special love for orphans,

and the poor, and for women.

He was known for kindness, and directness.

It is said that he always looked clear-eyed into the future,
and never looked back —

when he greeted someone, he always turned his whole body,
and gave the other person his full attention

When shaking hands, Muhammad never let go first.
Everyone liked him — he seemed to have an ability

to make the people around him feel more confident.

He was known as “al-Amin” — The reliable one.

This one man, Muhammad, lived his life, happy and sad;
and he began to dream of a better way to live.
He came to believe that there was one God who filled the world:
a God who was good, who had established order to all beings,
and in all of creation. He believed that God’s order was manifest
in the beauties of the natural world;
that it was there in signs for all to see.
Life was hard, and it could also be beautiful, for everyone.
He wanted others to see this same vision;
more than that, he believed that God wanted the people
to know the truth of this new and better way to live.
He came to believe — though it took him years to accept it —
that God was helping him find the words to tell that news:
beautiful words, words like no one had ever heard before,
words that touched the hearts of those that heard them,
and changed the hearer forever.
Soon other people began to believe that too.
They began to share in Muhammad’s beautiful dream
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that life could be just, and good, not frightening and full of pain;
if men and women would only make it so,

by living according to God’s order of things.

Many people began to believe in the rightness of such a world,
a world in which no one would be left out,

and everyone would be cared for, by everyone else.

That belief, and the way the people learned to treat one another,
and tried to live and pray like Muhammad,

and the stories they told one another,

did nothing less than change the world.

And that was how God wanted it.

This story: of the birth of Islam, and the life of its prophet, Muhammad, is a religious
story. Itis a story of a time in the world of humans when goodness was able to break
through and show its power to defeat greed and cruelty. It is a story of insight, and truth,
and of the “success of the unsuccessful:” a theme with which every religion -- Judaism, and
Christianity, especially — is littered. Such stories are important: they get told and
embellished, and sometimes made into scripture, and that is a good thing. Because these
kinds of stories are taken from real human experience, and star real human characters, when
they get made into ideals, they can more easily serve as reference points for the rest of us.

But while such stories of Muhammad and those who followed him have functioned
in this religious way within Islam, they have almost never been heard in western civilization
without distortions that are both gross and horrifying. Those distortions go way back, and
affect all of us, whether we’re conscious of it or not.

Just a few centuries after Islam began in Arabia, it moved into Europe, as well. Many
Christians saw (and were taught to see) Islam’s success as preparation for the Antichrist,
whose reign would herald the Apocalypse. Reading the so-called religious history of those
times in the west, one finds many references to the “Great Beast,” who wanted to enthrone
himself, and rule the world. Muhammad was cast as the Villain: an imposter, charlatan; an
evil man who set himself up as a prophet to deceive. Muhammad was called lecherous, and
worse; he was said to have been preoccupied with debauchery, inspiring others to do the
same. ‘“Mohammedans” were described as forcing conversions with violence and torture. It
was in this period that Islam was first called a “religion of the sword," and Muhammad was
cast as the worst sword-wielder of all.

In fact, Islam was emphatically not, in its early centuries, a religion of the sword.
Conversion was actively disconraged: the Quran clearly says that those from other places, and
of other religions, are to be respected, and even protected. It was Christianity that by this
time was aggressively forcing conversions, sometimes with violence and torture. Christianity
is alone, among religions, in its focus on orthodoxy (the belief in particular doctrines); and its
tocus on the gpposite of orthodoxy, or heresy (which we know means “choice”). Islam was
heresy: a madness from which good people needed to be protected.
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We like to think that we are far more enlightened and open-minded than our
ancestors in the middle ages; and, when we are honest, we must admit that we still have a
long way to go before we can say that the story has been set straight. We know now, too,
some of the horrible cost of living, not as one world of people who respect one another’s
traditions and religious stories, but as inhabitants of different wotlds-- of culture and
economics and power. And religion. If it will help, and I think it does, to tell the story
without distortions, to learn the facts more clearly, then let us be about it.

Here are a few things it’s important to know:

In the time into which Muhammad was born, not only was there economic and
political change; there was a spiritual restlessness as well. Many people, especially the ones
who had moved into the cities, knew about Judaism, and Christianity, because they had
exposure to those who practiced those religions in Byzantine and Persian empires. Some of
the Arab people already believed that their High God, whom they called al-Lah, was the
same God worshipped by Jews and Christians. But they had a terrible sense of inferiority,
which many Jews and Christians made worse, by taunting them: their inferiority was that the
one God had sent no prophet to the desert people. They had no scripture in their own
language.

All that began to change, when Muhammad, at the age of 40, “received” the first of
his revelations, while he was fasting during the month of Ramadan. The scripture that
resulted was very powerful, and very strange. Muhammad, the story goes, was not literate, as
most people of his time and place were not. He had never read or heard great literature.
And yet the very language and poetry of the Quran is said to be not just beautiful, but
transformative — powerful enough to change the minds and hearts of those who hear it.

The teachings that came in this revelation were not new — everything in the Quran
was, Muhammad maintained, a “reminder” to the people of what they already knew to be
true, but had forgotten to practice. It was the same message, from the same God that had
spoken to the Jews and the Christians; but finally in their own language, from a prophet of
their own people.

The part of the story of the beginning of Islam I find most fascinating are all the ways
that it hooks up with the stories of Judaism, and Christianity. Their common beginning was
Abraham.

You may recall that Muhammad and his followers had to leave Mecca, when the
powerful families got very nervous about how many people were joining the movement, and
attaching their loyalty to Islam first, and to their tribes second. They moved to a northern
city that became called Medina (which means, simply, “The City” — a holy city on a hill, just
like our Pilgrims). In Medina, they met a large Jewish community. From the Jews,
Muhammad learned parts of the oldest stories of what we know as the Hebrew scriptures,
including the story of Abraham and Sarah and Hagar, and their two sons: Isaac, and Ishmael.

First, some background: The K’abah is the big square shrine, enclosing a sacred black
stone in center of Mecca (which might have been a meteorite, fallen to earth some very long
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time ago). The K’abah had been an object of reverence for untold generations. Long before
Muhammad’s time, the Aajj (pilgrimage) brought people from all over the Arabian peninsula,
to circle the K’abah seven times, following the path of the sun around the earth. It was an
ancient tradition. What Muhammad found out, in Medina, was that Jewish tradition taught
that Hagar and Ishmael had settled in Mecca; and that Abraham, Ishmael’s father, had come
to visit them there; and that together Abraham and Ishmael had rebuilt the K’abah (which,
legend said, had originally been built by Adam, and fallen into disrepair).

Muhammad was delighted, because this was proof that the Arab people had not been
left out of the divine plan after all — Abraham was their common ancestor. Ishmael’s
thousands of descendants were the people of the desert, who had finally received a
revelation of their own. For many years, Muhammad taught his followers to face Jerusalem
as they said their daily prayers — a link to the one God worshipped by their brothers and
sisters in that holy city. It was only after the Jews in Medina refused to join with
Muhammad’s people and accept the idea of common ancestry, that Muhammad changed the
direction, and had them turn toward Mecca, and their own holy gift from God.

Islam started out as a religion of justice, not for some, but for all; a religion that
sought to unite people, not divide them; a religion that grew out of the respected traditions
of Judaism and Christianity, and worshipped the same God, who cares for all the people of
the earth. The question is, how did we get from there, to here? How did we move from
what was then a new, more optimistic view of the world, to this time, of fear and mistrust
and divisions so deep that it’s hard to imagine we could ever move past them? Is there any
hope, at all, that our different religious teachings might help us find a way back from the
brink? Can a common ancestor, and some shared stories, give us anything to hold on to, for
the future?

I think so; and it has gladdened my heart to find some voices in this divided world
who think so, too. I hope that you will come back next week, so that I can tell you about
some of them. As religious people, it seems to me, the least we must do is to give of our
attention.

So may it be.
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