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Readings:

We began this morning with the sound of the Muslim call to prayer ringing in our ears.  In another place, at another time, historian of religion Karen Armstrong heard that call, and described the experience in these words: 

“On my very first morning [in Jerusalem], I had been torn violently from sleep at dawn by the ear-splitting call to prayer, which exploded at dawn from the minaret beside the American Colony Hotel.  I had sprung up in bed, dry-mouthed, with my heart beating wildly.  Islam had erupted into my world as a reality that was raw, alien, shocking, intrusive, and wholly unexpected. …[However,] I soon learned to love the strange Arabic chant as it echoed through the streets of Jerusalem and filled the valleys and hills around the Old City.  The call to prayer was a constant reminder that whether Christians or Jews liked it or not, Islam was a part of their story too. … I found that in Jerusalem it was impossible to ignore this third member of the Abrahamic family.” [Karen Armstrong. 2004. The Spiral Staircase. pp. 245-246]..

Karen Armstrong also writes about religious fundamentalism, and her words give us a context for this morning’s message:
The Western media often give the impression that the embattled and occasionally violent form of religiosity known as “fundamentalism” is a purely Islamic phenomenon.  This is not the case.  Fundamentalism is a global fact and has surfaced in every major faith in response to the problems of our modernity. … Fundamentalist movements in all faiths share certain characteristics.  They reveal a deep disappointment and disenchantment with the modern experiment, which has not fulfilled all that it has promised.  They also express real fear.  Every single fundamentalist movement that I have studied is convinced that the secular establishment is determined to wipe religion out. …Wherever modernity takes root, a fundamentalist movement is likely to rise up alongside it in conscious reaction. [Karen Armstrong. 2000.Islam: A Short History. pp. 164-166].

Sermon

It has been nine years since the attacks of September 11, 2001 catapulted radical Islam into the consciousness of Americans.  In the wake of that watershed day, Americans have become aware in a new way of the presence and the influence of Islam in Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan and the Middle East.  The War on Terror has become, in some peoples’ interpretation, a War against Islam.  This past summer politicians and commentators from across the country felt compelled to weigh in on the application of a Muslim group to build an Islamic cultural center and mosque in New York City.  Some conservatives have suggested that President Barack Obama is really a Muslim – as though that would be a bad thing.  The process of relocating and trying Muslim detainees from the detention camp at Guantanamo Bay has stirred up deep fears and anger in some Americans.  Misunderstanding, misinformation, and – I’ll say it again: fear – are casting a long shadow over the relationship between American society and the Islamic world.  This morning, let us look first at the ideal of Islam, its teachings and practices; then at the distortions introduced by fundamentalism in both Islam and Christianity; and then at the role that we, as Unitarian Universalists in America and in Carteret County, might play in encouraging new attitudes and new relationships.  

God, the one God, is the very heart and soul of Islam.  God, in Islam, is called by the name “Allah,” a word that means “the God.”  Muslims know this one God to be the same God recognized by Jews and Christians.  And Muslims know ninety-nine names for God: the Compassionate, the Merciful, , the Protector, the Source of Peace, the All-forgiving, the Source of Life…[http://www.faizani.com/articles/names.html].
The Muslim scripture is the Koran, a collection of chapters (called surahs) held to have been revealed by God to an illiterate – and thus, divinely inspired – Arab merchant whose name was Muhammad ibn [son of] Abdallah.  The revelation of the Koran took place over a period of more than twenty years beginning in the year 610.  Muhammed, then, is revered and respected as a prophet; he is neither worshipped as a god, nor is he named as the founder of the faith.  To call the religion “Mohammedanism,” as some in the West have done, is not only incorrect but borders on idolatry.

Muhammed is the last in a long line of prophets that begins with Abraham and includes Moses, David, Solomon, and Jesus.  Thus, Muslims recognize the Hebrew scriptures (you may know them as the Biblical Old Testament) and the Christian Scriptures (the so-called “New Testament”), though they may tell the stories somewhat differently – as in our story this morning.  Islam acknowledges God’s earlier revelations to humankind: monotheism revealed to and through Abraham; the Ten Commandments transmitted through Moses; the Golden Rule taught by Jesus.  The ultimate revelation can be summed up in a single sentence, the shahadah, the simple creed of Islam:  “There is no god but Allah, and Muhammed is His Prophet.”
The name“Islam” is derived from the Arabic word “salam” which carries connotations of both “peace” and “surrender.”  Thus, Islam refers to the peace that comes from surrendering one’s life and one’s will to God.  And a “muslim” is one who has surrendered, and found this peace; in the words of Karen Armstrong, “a man or a woman who has surrendered or submitted their entire being to Allah and his demand that human beings behave to one another with justice, equity and compassion.”  (Islam: A Short History, p. 5)  

Every tenet of Islam is designed to reinforce the peace that comes from surrender.  And what is at the very center of the lessons in the Koran is the human community.  The effort and understanding required to build and maintain a compassionate society is holy work; this is daily, hourly, unending worship, and it infuses every aspect of Muslim life.  The personal practice of Islam rests on “Five Pillars,” five actions (not beliefs!) that guide one’s life in the straight path that is the goal of every Muslim life.

The first “pillar” is the shahadah, the confession of faith: “There is no god but Allah, and Muhammed is his Prophet.”  At least once during their lifetime, each Muslim is to say the shahadah slowly and correctly, aloud, with full understanding and conviction.  These are the first words spoken in the ears of a newborn baby, and the last words on the lips of the dying.  In practice, they are repeated many times in every day, especially the first part, the affirmation of monotheism.

The second pillar is prayer.  Muslims pray each day, at five prescribed times; when living in a Muslim community, these times are marked by the call of muzzein, as we heard at the beginning of our worship today.  The form of the prayer is carefully described, both words and actions, and each prayer is preceded by ritual cleansing of the face, hands, forearms, head and feet, performed in recognition that purity of the body implies purity of the soul.  The postures, ending in position of prostration, with the forehead pressed to the ground serve to re-educate Muslim bodies and spirits, by enacting the surrender before God that is so difficult for our pride to accept.  In commanding this act of surrender and humility several times each day, Islam begins to counter the arrogance and selfishness that work against the health of compassionate community and just society.

The third pillar is “zakah” or almsgiving.  Islam requires of the Muslim that 2½ percent of material wealth – the value of earnings or possessions – be contributed each year for the support of those in the community who are less fortunate.  Again, the practice not only heightens one’s awareness of inequity, it creates a structure for redressing it.

The fasting of the month of Ramadan is the fourth pillar.  In the course of a month of fasting from earliest light until sunset, during precisely those hours when interaction with other people is greatest, the Muslim is first of all reminded of their absolute dependence on Allah for all the gifts that make life possible.  Further, fasting is an exercise in self-control; submitting the self-concerned will to a discipline set out in the Koran and practiced in the community.

The fifth pillar of Islam is hajj, the pilgrimage to the holy places in the city of Mecca, in Saudi Arabia.  Each Muslim is enjoined to make this pilgrimage at least once during his or her life, if health and circumstances allow.

Each pillar of personal practice serves not only to shape the individual life, but also to build compassionate community, both within and beyond the Islamic community itself.  The life of every Muslim is dedicated to the effort to live in wholehearted accord with the laws of existence which an attentive study of the natural world would reveal.  It is unnatural, and therefore wrong, for a Muslim to build a private fortune; it is good to share wealth and create a society where the weak and vulnerable are cared for with respect.  Human beings should approach one another with justice, equity, and compassion.  Social justice is the crucial virtue of Islam, and Muslims were commanded as their first duty to build a community characterized by practical compassion, in which there was a fair distribution of wealth. [Karen Armstrong. 2000. Islam. pp. 5-6].
This is the ideal of Islam, and the common heritage of more than 1.5 billion – 1.5 billion – Muslims worldwide and perhaps 1.8 million Muslims in America [http://www.danielpipes.org/76/how-many-us-muslims].  But Islam – like Christianity and Judaism and all the major religions – exists not in an ideal world but in the real world, a world where, in words quoted by philosopher of religion Huston Smith, “the biggest mistake religion ever made was to get mixed up with people.” [Huston Smith. 1991. The World’s Religions. p.5].

People, as Karen Armstrong described in our second reading, are subject to hope, and the disappointment of hopes not fulfilled; subject to fear, and the defensiveness that grows out of fear.  In the sixteenth century, Islam was the greatest political and cultural power in the world.  The Ottoman Empire in Asia and North Africa, the Safavid Empire in Iran, and the Moghul Empire in the Indian subcontinent were rich in material, cultural, and political wealth.  But the advent of modern western technology, with wealth based on the reinvestment of capital and constant technical improvement rather than a surplus of agricultural produce, changed the world game completely.  Further, from at least the time of the Crusades (beginning in 1099) Muhammed was depicted as a corrupt man, a failed prophet, and the embodiment of the Antichrist; Muslims were vermin to be cleared away from the holy places of Christendom. [Karen Armstrong. Muhammed: A Biography of the Prophet. pp. 24-26ff].

By the late 1800s, Muslim lands – Egypt, Arabia, Iran and Iraq – were viewed by the west as lands to be occupied and resources to be exploited.  Modern Western thought, which separates religion from politics and church from state; which values innovation, material goods and progress, individuality, secularism, science and technology over tradition, obedience, submission or even sacrifice – modernity made many people profoundly uneasy.  “The Muslims of Egypt and Iran,” Karen Armstrong writes, “…first experienced modernity as aggressive, invasive, and exploitative.” [The Battle for God. p. 151].  Inevitably, some Muslim states began to develop secular governments, some supported and even armed by Western governments.  Inevitably, some conservative citizens became alarmed, and eventually lashed out in fear for their very souls, first against their secular governments and later against the West itself.  Many of us remember the Iran hostage crisis of 1979, the Mujahideen in Afghanistan in the 1980s, and Saddam Hussein in Iraq.
And this uneasiness is by no means confined to Muslims.  In America, beginning in the nineteenth century, some Christians became increasingly alienated from the progressively secular, scientific, industrial, dehumanizing culture around them.  Some Protestants began to evolve a more rational, liberal form of religion, one that emphasized Christian deeds more than orthodox beliefs; and example is the Social Gospel of the 19-teens, which focused on improving the conditions of life for the poor and the disenfranchised.  Some – the Pentecostalists – moved in the opposite direction, bypassing dogma, scripture, even language in a search for the pure experience of religious rapture.  When the horrors of the World Wars seemed to witness to a technology gone sinfully wrong, Christian fundamentalism began to emerge in a desperate attempt to, in the words of Karen Armstrong, “fill the void at the heart of a society based on scientific rationalism,” [The Battle for God. p. 370]; to “re-create a lost wholeness” [The Battle for God. p. 369] and bring God back into all the aspects of a well-lived life.

In Christianity and in Islam – and in every other major religious tradition – fundamentalism is a reaction to modernity.  Karen Armstrong counsels us, “ it is important to recognize that [fundamentalist] theologies and ideologies are rooted in fear.  The desire to define doctrines, erect barriers, establish borders, and segregate the faithful in a sacred enclave where the law is stringently observed springs from that terror of extinction which has made all fundamentalists, at one time or another, believe that the secularists were abut to wipe them out.  The modern world, which seems so exciting to a liberal, seems Godless, drained of meaning, and even satanic to a fundamentalist.” [The Battle for God. p. 368].
Fundamentalism paints the world in stark contrasts of good and evil, and the fear that underlies fundamentalism makes it an emotional far more than a rational stance.  You and I live in an America polarized by fundamentalism – Christian and Muslim.  We listen to the news, follow the political campaigns, read about the “ground zero mosque,” shop and socialize with fundamentalist Christians here in Carteret County.  We know their pain, and the pain they can inflict on others.  We know their inability or unwillingness to hear “rational,” “reasonable” rebuttals of their positions, words, actions.  Perhaps, when we think about it, we understand some of the reasons why.

But is it enough just to understand?  In the face of fundamentalist fear – and the terror that that fear can unleash, how can we – Unitarian Universalists, liberals who see the modern world as exciting and filled with possibilities – how can we respond to fundamentalism near and far?  Here in this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, where we have taken it as our mission to “build a community that fosters free religious inquiry and universal social justice,” what are we called to do?

The larger Unitarian Universalist movement has evolved a response that they call “Standing on the Side of Love.”  Standing on the Side of Love is a public advocacy campaign that seeks to harness love’s power to stop oppression – the kind of oppression that grows out of fear and defensiveness.  Standing on the Side of Love is sponsored by the Unitarian Universalist Association, and all – not just Unitarian Universalists – are welcome to join.  The Standing on the Side of Love campaign was inspired by the shootings at the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church in Knoxville, Tennessee in August 2008, which was targeted because they are welcoming to LGBT people and have a liberal stance on many issues.  Standing on the Side of Love works to challenge – not just to understand, but to challenge – exclusion, oppression and violence based on sexual orientation, gender identity, immigration status, race, religion, or any other identity.  Through the effort of Debra Guthrie, the Standing on the Side of Love banner is on display this morning outside our sanctuary.  After the service, I invite those of you who are interested in Standing on the Side of Love – in challenging the behaviors that lead to exclusion, oppression and violence – to gather outside around the banner and Karen Baggott will take a group picture.

Here in our community, in our congregation, could we decide to respond to fear with opportunities for understanding?  Could we sponsor a program or forum on Islam and invite the public?  Could we set up an exhibit of Muslim art, music, or food?  Could we reach out to those Muslims who live in our area, and design a collaborative project?  Could we offer the local Muslim community a place to meet or to worship?  Could we find a way to be in relationship with those Muslims who are our neighbors?  Could we at least get to know them?  Can we – even more of a stretch – reach out to our fundamentalist Christian neighbors and – in the words of Karen Armstrong, “address [ourselves] more empathetically to the fears, anxieties, and needs which so many of [our] fundamentalist neighbors experience but which no society can safely ignore”? [The Battle for God. p. 371].
The questions are big ones, and challenging.  How we will respond to these questions, and to the issues behind them, will shape each of us, and this congregation, and may, indeed, change the world.

Take a moment, now, in silence, to listen for the responses that rise up in you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Amen and Amin.  So be it, truly.

