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They’ll Know We are Christian

Genesis 18: 1 – 8

Galatians 5:13 – 25

September 26, 2010

Clergy are always on the lookout for a good sermon illustration; stories that bring a point home.  I was looking for a good opening story for this sermon when Pat told me that there was a woman on the phone who wanted to talk with me about my upcoming Introduction to Islam class.  Well, little did I know she would be my opening story.  It didn’t take long for me to realize that this woman wasn’t calling to inquire about the class as others have.  She  called to let me know that if I were a “true Christian” I wouldn’t be teaching a class on a “Satanic religion.  She proceeded to quote the Bible to me and after about fifteen minutes of her diatribe she again asked how I could possible justify promoting a scandalous faith like Islam.  I told her that I didn’t believe that Islam was a scandalous religion and I believe that since Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all claim Abraham as our common ancestor we should understand these other world faiths.  Well, that put her over the edge.  She asked again, with considerable volume, how I could do it.  I, calmly, thankfully, replied, “Well, I guess my God is bigger than yours.”  Click!

Anglican Bishop and New Testament scholar J. B. Phillips wrote a wonderful little book entitled Your God is Too Small.  I have read and reread this book numerous times over the past 40 plus years.  And each time I do I come to the same conclusion.  Yes, my God is too small.  Even though I think I’m cool and open and accepting, when I really look at how I sometimes view people or situations, I realize my God is too small because I’m continually trying to make God fit my views rather than the other way around.  

Abraham of the Hebrew Scriptures was one whose view of God was constantly expanding.  As part of my preparation for a class I am teaching for Christians, Jews, and Muslims at Brooksby Village I was recently reading the passage from Genesis I read earlier.  It was one of those times when a passage I have read numerous times came alive in a new way.  Let’s take a little closer look at it.  

Abraham was sitting outside his tent in the broiling heat of the Middle East when he saw three strangers on the horizon.  Now, strangers in the ancient world were potentially lethal people, because they were not bound by the local laws of vendetta and could strike with impunity.  Even today, few of us would invite total strangers off the street into our home.  But that’s what Abraham did.  He ran out eagerly to meet these people, who did not belong to his ethnic or religious group.  The text emphasizes his haste: he is not dragging his feet, approaching these strangers with reluctance or out of a sense of obligation, but runs out to greet them, prostrating himself before them as though they were royalty.  He tells his wife to prepare an elaborate meal to serve them after their arduous journey.  And what’s key is that this act of practical hospitality and compassion led directly to a divine encounter…he comes to realize one of these visitor is God.  This story makes it clear that it is compassion, hospitality, and love of the stranger, not rigidity dogma and doctrinal certainty, that leads us into the presence of what monotheists call God or Yahweh or Allah, but others call Nirvana, Brahman, or the Tao.  

As I read this passage I was struck by how foreign the concept of hospitality for the stranger or foreigner has become in much of the mainstream media and political conversation in our society today.  Talk show hosts like Glenn Beck, politicians like Newt Gingrich, and ministers like the so-called “Rev.”  Terry Jones of Florida who acknowledged that he never read the Quran but wanted to burn 200 copies of it have exhibited little or no tolerance for those who are different and brush a broad stroke in their rhetoric.  The target of the day for right wing politics and the religious right seems to have moved off the backs of gays onto the front of Muslims in America.  

Yes, let us all acknowledge, there are Muslims who are terrorists and extremists in America and around the world against whom we must use the full resources of our country to protect ourselves.  Islam has its extremists…but how many of the 1.5 billion Muslims in the world are terrorists?  How many American Muslims are terrorists?   Islam is the third largest religion in America and soon to become the second largest.  Like Abraham, we serve ourselves and others when we really come to know the stranger in our midst and, as Abraham found out, the stranger may, in fact, be God’s messenger for us.  

But, before we can really know the stranger, we need to know ourselves and be honest about our own history.  Every religion has extremists!  Whether we look at history of Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, or Christianity extremists are to be found.  Our Christian history is blighted by the seasons of our faith known as the Inquisition and the Holy Crusades when non-believers, that is, infidels, were killed by the sword unless they converted to Christianity.  And in whose Holy Scriptures cannot be found passages of violence, misogyny, sexism, and a wrathful God?  Our own scriptures have accounts that call for children who disobey they parents to be stoned to death, if read literally our New Testament tells women to be second class citizens in the church, and we are told that unless we are willing to hate and turn our backs on our mothers and fathers we cannot be true followers of our Lord.  But, just because those kindsof passages are in most all sacred scriptures it does not mean that they represent the true essence of the faith.  

These snapshots of violence simply do not capture the true essence of a particular faith?  Yet, all too often in our society media personalities, politicians, and clergy will grab hold of these snapshots to paint all followers of the faith as being a stranger of which we should be afraid and not rush out to greet.  

Also, before we get carried away casting aspersions on others, let us search our own hearts.  Yes, you and me.  And let us look at our relationships where we work, live, play, and even worship.  How do we treat the one who seems to be on the margins because he or she doesn’t quite fit in with the gang at work?  How do we treat those in our church family with whom we have a difference of opinion?  How do we treat one another when we see them as different or when we don’t agree with each other?  How we treat the stranger is not a rhetorical question.  On the contrary, I believe this question is the key to what kind of world we will leave for our children and grandchildren.   

Author and scholar Karen Armstrong writes the following in a book entitled The Tent of Abraham: Stories of Hope and Peace for Jews, Christians, and Muslims, “The story of Abraham is the story of pluralism that is sorely needed in this time of religious hatred.”  She goes on, “Abraham is often called the father of over half the world’s people of faith, but he has none of the hard certainties of dogmatic faith.  Instead, the Bible repeatedly shows Abraham in the dark, asking questions of God and getting remarkably unsatisfactory answers.”  At a time when so many seem to have too much certainty, Abraham reminds us that the kind of confusion, fear, and dismay that so many of us are experiencing might be because we not open to what the stranger can teach us.  And maybe, just maybe, that stranger is, in fact, a messenger of God for us.  

As the ninth anniversary of 9/11 attacks approached many were asking what we have learned since then.  How have we grown as a country and people?  How have we healed and how have we, in our hurt, turned around and hurt others?  These are not either/or questions.  We have, in fact, done both: healed and wounded, learned and regressed, grown and shrunk back for the challenges before us.  The challenges still before us lie in our ability to move forward in understanding the stranger/foreigner in our midst.  

The anniversary, sadly, showed how the extremes of any faith can still control the public conversation.  First, the near-universal condemnation of the threatened burning of the Quran was heartening.  The condemnation came from Muslims, Christians, and Jews; Republicans and Democrats; civilians, politicians (including the president), and generals.  


The second issue around the 9/11 anniversary that many people are more mixed about is whether or not building an Islamic community center (not a Mosque) within two blocks of Ground Zero will help bring healing and peace?   When this story broke in December 2009 in an obscure newspaper it was met with little interest and no opposition.  That obscure paper, by the way, was The New York Times.   That a moderate Muslim leader who had been active in Manhattan for the past 25 years was planning to build a community center was not considered controversial until some right wing media personalities and politicians decided it would serve their purposes by distorting the center’s mission and purpose.  And let us ask the center’s critic this: since the Murrow Federal Court House in Oklahoma City was blown up by a Christian why haven’t they banned all Christian churches within two blocks of the memorial on that sacred site?   The bomber, Terry McVeigh was raised in a strong Christian  family.  By the logic of the critics of the community center, Christian churches should not be allowed near the memorial in Oklahoma City.  

Yes, we’ve learned a lot since 9/11, but we have a lot more to learn by honestly looking at ourselves and the stranger in our midst.  

So, I come back to where I began.  Why am I teaching a class on Islam?  There are many reasons, but a couple of key reasons are these:

1) Religious illiteracy is rampant in America; not least about Islam.  It’s easy to condemn Rev. Jones for condemning a sacred book he has never read, but Americans as a group admit to being almost ignorant about the world’s second largest religion.  Are we going to continue to get our information about Islam and the Quran from the likes of Rev. Jones, Rev. Franklin Graham, Glenn Beck, and Newt Gingrich?  Or, perhaps it’s time we take the time to look at the 1.5 billion peaceful Muslims throughout the world and their sacred text.    

2) The religious world is small in today’s world of mass communication.  We can gaze into the inner workings of a small church in Gainesville, FL  that threatened to burn the Quran not only from New York and Atlanta, but also from Kabul, and Jakarta.  One reason General David Petraeus felt he had to respond to Rev. Jones’ threat was that the story was gaining traction in the Muslim world around the community.  No religion story is a merely local story any more.  

The Apostle Paul has something to offer us today in his letter to the early Christians in the Roman province of Galatia.  He reminded them that they shall be known by the fruits of the Spirit within: their love…and joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.   He is reminding them and us of that which we need to be reminded: others shall not know we are Christians by our rigid dogma or correct doctrine, but by our love…even for the stranger.  Jesus also calls us to love not just our friends, not just the stranger, but even our enemy.  Jesus tells us, not asks us but tells us, to Love…to love God with all our heart, mind and soul and love our neighbor as ourselves.    I wonder how God thinks we’re doing in America loving the stranger in our midst.  

I want to leave you with a true story of hope.  In June my oldest grandson graduated from high school in New Hampshire.  At his after graduation party I was struck by how those gathered looked like a gathering of the United Nations.  You see, Cameron and his friends do not see color, race, or religion as a factor in their friendships.  Unlike many prior generations they don’t live in separate neighborhoods (you know like the old Italian or Irish neighborhoods).  If Cameron and his friends did they would have a Sudanese, Japanese, Thai, and Korea neighborhood.  But, no, they live, play, and learn together.  Interestingly, the only time they are separated is when they worship.   Yes, Cam and his friends give me hope.  

And maybe as we come to know the stranger in our midst we might even find, as Abraham did, that we not only worship the same monotheistic God, but we can be God’s messenger for one another.  May it be so!!!!  
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