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Walk together, talk together, O you people of the earth,
and then, only then, can you have peace.
Vedic teaching

Opening Words John Winthrop

We must strengthen, defend, preserve and comfort each other.

We must love one another.

We must bear one another’s burdens.

We must not look only on our things, but also on the things of our brethren.
We must rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together.

Sermon: The Sayings of the Prophet

Imagine, for a moment, that there’s an old, old story in your family. The story,
which you’ve been told since the day you were born, and which everyone you’ve ever
known knows to be true, teaches that long ago at the beginning of everything, there was
a man — a Patriarch—who had two wives. Each of the wives had a son. Itis the older
son from whom you and your family are descended. As first-born, your ancestor was
the bearer of his father’s legacy, fulfiller of the prophecy that foretold a multitude of

generations that would come from the father’s line.

But even though he was the first, your ancestor did not grow up in his father’s
house, and his inheritance did not come without controversy. When the Patriarch’s
other wife finally bore a son, she became jealous, and demanded that your ancestor and
his mother (who was of a lower class) be banished. And so it was. Mother and child
were thrown out into the wilderness, without clothes or possessions, without even
enough food for survival. Worst of all, a different story began to be told: that it was the

second son who would carry the lineage, and become the father of multitudes. In that
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story, your ancestor is hardly mentioned: he is relegated, almost to a footnote, and

finally disappears altogether.

It sounds like a soap opera, | know. Nevertheless, it’s easy to imagine how
painful it would be, how frustrating and demeaning, to have the story of one’s people
distorted, to the brink of being lost completely. We know this can happen: we know
that incomplete or even false stories can become accepted as “truth.” We know how
distorted stories have injured native peoples on this continent, and Africans whose
ancestors were brought here as slaves, to name just two examples. Inevitably, people
feel a need to react against such distortions of the truth — trying to make those living
“inside” the privileged story notice who you and your people really are; or turning
your back on the distorted story altogether, focusing only on how you, your family,

your tribe, can know and live the “real” truth.

In the last few years, some of us have sought to better understand the religious
story of the prophet Muhammad, and the movement his followers built, Islam. We’ve
learned that Muhammad was a real person, born in poverty, who grew up to be a
powerful and inspiring leader of people; more than that, he was a holy man who came
to have a vision of how life could be good, rather than the harsh, brutal thing it had

become. That story, not so different from stories about Moses or Jesus, teaches that
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Muhammad was doing God’s work in the world: delivering God’s message to people
who both longed to hear it, and also resisted the truth of its message. Muhammad’s life
was hard, and he died with his work not yet complete; he had many followers, who
grew in numbers until they spread throughout the world. His memory is cherished, for

the gift of his life, and wisdom, and goodness.

It’s a simple story; it ought to be an inspiring story for any and all to hear, just
like the stories of Moses, and Jesus. But there’s a problem, and it isn’t Muhammad. The
problem is in the way that the religious story developed. It all goes back to Abraham,

the Patriarch, and his two sons.

The stories of Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad are not just similar; they’re actually
different chapters in the same story. Many people in the West don’t know that Islam
understands itself to be the continuation of a tradition that begins with Adam and Eve,
and takes root in human history through Abraham; his wives, Hagar and Sarah; and his
sons, Ishmael and Isaac. Those of us who grow up with the Jewish and Christian
versions of the story don’t hear much about the first son, Ishmael. Our bible tells us
that Ishmael and his mother, Hagar, were sent away from Abraham’s house, at Sarah’s
insistence; we read that they would have died, wandering in the desert, if God had not
“heard the cry of the boy” and provided a well at just the right moment. If we read on,

we might notice that God instructs Hagar to “lift up the boy and hold him by his hand,
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for I will make a great nation out of him.” God was “with the boy as he grew,” and
dwelt in the wilderness. Hagar “got a wife for him from the land of Egypt.” After that,

the focus turns back to Isaac, and we hear of Ishmael no more.!

The revelation that came to Muhammad and got written down in the holy book
called the Quran accepted much of this story as it was, and “corrected” some of it, too.
In the Quran, Ishmael never loses his status of first son; it is Ishmael that God tells
Abraham to sacrifice, and Ishmael who is saved at the last moment through divine
intervention. It is Ishmael and Hagar who remain the focus of Abraham’s love and

attention, even though they move far away, to Mecca.

If, for a moment, we hold both stories in view, the tragedy becomes clear: there is
one father, and two sons. The sons do not live as brothers, due to differences of culture,
and the frailties in human nature. Both sons love their father, and he returns their love;
and still Abraham cannot find a way to hold his family together. So they grow apart;
each son becomes great, a patriarch in his own right. Yet something has been taken

from each of them; something that leads them always to long for what they’ve lost.

All of this is myth, of course; but it’s important to remember what great power

myths have in people’s real lives. Myths can make complex problems appear simple;

! Genesis 21: 8-21
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myths are powerful enough to motivate people to violence, even across the centuries, in
a search for justice or revenge. Such an impulse is understandable, in a way. Think of
it: Ishmael, father of all the desert people, simply disappears in the story we Jews and
Christians tell about our ancestors, ourselves, and the world; a disappearance strikingly
parallel to the ways that Islamdom was disregarded — culturally, politically, and

religiously — by the Christian west.

“Islamdom” is a term used by Karen Armstrong, a current scholar of Islam, to
whose works | am deeply indebted. As Armstrong writes, for a long time the
mythologies of Christianity and Islam remained quite separate, largely because there
was very little civilization in the west to bother with. For centuries after the decline of
the Roman Empire, the armies of Islam marched, almost unchecked, through much of
the known world. In their wake, governments were established, and libraries; within
vibrant Muslim cultures Islam’s religious and social values were hotly debated—values
of social justice, egalitarianism, freedom of speech, and, for some, even a principled
separation of religion and politics. Islam’s dominance lasted for a long time; even the
Crusades did little to slow it, since that horrible carnage was limited to Jerusalem and
the Middle East. At the time, Armstrong explains, the Crusades had little effect on the

multitudes living in Islamic societies in Africa, and India, and Asia.

ISLAM, part IT: Listening For the Whole Story 5



First Parish in Cohasset ok February 15, 2004
The Reverend Patricia Newport Hart

And then it all changed, and fairly quickly. Europe woke up from its long sleep,
and began to grow, through trade. Because their prosperity was based on continuous
progress and continuous growth in trade, Europeans reached out to find more
resources and more markets, and traveled far in search of lands to colonize. Where they
found those lands, they also found Islam: in Africa, the Middle East, Arabia, India,
Malaya. Because Islamic societies were so different from their own, the Europeans were
appalled by what they saw as backwardness, inefficiency, fatalism, and corruption.
They set about to change things, as they colonized—not for everyone in those societies,
but for a small elite. Social divisions were created that had never before existed, and

terrific inequalities. The result was contempt and resentment, on both sides.

It is a long story, far too complex even to summarize here. But there is at least
one thing we need to understand: over the centuries, whenever Islamdom has come
under pressure, internally or externally, the Muslim way has been to turn to religion—
to purify themselves and their practices, to order the world as God would have it.
Karen Armstrong writes: “The Quran promised that a society which surrendered to
God’s revealed will could not fail. Muslim history had proved this.” Salvation did not
come through redemption from sin, but in the creation of a just society, in Islamic terms.
There’s a great deal that | will never understand about being Muslim in our time. But

it’s not hard to imagine how very frustrating it would be, to work toward such an
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ancient, holy good, and to be criticized, condemned, and even attacked by others, who

have never gotten the story right from the beginning.

Myth is a powerful thing—and not always in a negative way. Rabbi Marc Gopin
has spent much time in Israel, working toward peace with both Jews and Muslims.
Gopin has written a book called Holy War, Holy Peace, in which he asserts that myth can
also be a “midwife of cultural conflict resolution — a construct for thinking about one’s
enemies in a fundamentally new way.” He is convinced that religious mythology—and
the religious myths about Abraham and his descendents, in particular—can be a
positive force, a power to bring together those who have been enemies, through

emphasizing the connections that they share. Connections that we share, too.

It’s a wonderful book—though it doesn’t have a happy ending. The peace efforts
in which Rabbi Gopin has participated have not yet been successful. But he will try
again. So will others, who are also convinced that religious voices and values must not
be cut out of discussions of politics and compromise. It is religious voices from all
sides, and even religious myths, that must be asked to participate, they say, in order to

call everyone to work toward their highest visions.

Rabbi Gopin is convinced that anyone can be a peacemaker. If all the people

committed to compromise took the time to learn reconciliation skills and sought out
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those on the other side, he writes, “the sheer strength of all those new relationships”
would sweep through and change the whole situation. His is a stunning religious
vision; and it is familiar, too, in that it echoes our own principled goal of world
community. It will be very hard vision to achieve—because it requires encountering the
stranger, the enemy in the stories people have “always” known, and letting in the

possibility that the enemy might also be a brother.

So, I wonder: can we be peacemakers, too? Perhaps there are ways our religious
voices can be heard, that our religious values of justice and equity can lead us to act, in
whatever small ways, to keep at least our own minds and hearts open. There are
relationships to be forged, here in this community, which could have a positive force

beyond our seeing.

What ancient stories have power in our lives, and what might happen when we
listen for the other chapters? It is time for us to ask what stories we shall tell, to our
children. Itis time for our religious imaginations to come alive, to have faith in, and
work toward, a world of peace. It is time, perhaps, even for your religious voice to be

heard.

So may it be.

Sources:
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Benediction James Oppenheimer

This cannot be an easy life.

We shall have a rugged time of it

to keep our minds open and to keep them deep;

to keep our sense of beauty and our ability to make it;
and our occasional ability to see it

in places remote and strange and unfamiliar.

We shall have a rugged time of it, all of us—

but this is the condition of life,

and in this condition we can help

because we can love one another.
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