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 On this weekend of July 4
th

, I’ve given much thought to what this holiday means.  For 

me, this day marks both celebration and also mourning; ideals fought for and the price we have 

paid for them.  So many died to make the United States come to be.  Some gave their lives 

freely, some were taken without choice – but whether they died as a Colonial soldier, or a Native 

American “enemy”, or an African American slave, they are all a part of the history that has 

brought us to this July 4
th

 today.  We have much to be proud of, and also to grieve.  When will 

freedom be possible without such terrible cost? 

  This indeed was one of the questions I sought to work on when I went to an intensive 

weeklong class at Hartford Seminary in early June.  Called Building Abrahamic Partnerships, it 

was a week for Muslims, Jews and Christians to learn more deeply about each other’s religion 

and explore the way to peace.  These three faiths share much history of war and oppression 

among us, and we all are part of the violent, precarious situation in the Middle East today.  A 

pretty big task for a small group of people. 

 As part of telling you about this week, I am wearing the hijab, the veil that many Muslim 

women wear when they leave their houses, when they go to worship in the Mosque.  It has been 

a visual marker that evokes for many Westerners concern and question about Muslims, suspicion 

and even, mistrust.  I will come back to this in a few moments and explain my intent. 

 When we arrived at our week, we spent our first night talking about how to build trust 

among us – and to create a place of safety – the critical foundation to peacemaking.  We were 

given guidelines to help us do this.   We agreed to:   



*Listen with a view of wanting to understand, rather than listening with a view of 

countering what we hear;   

*Listen for strengths so as to affirm and learn, rather than for listening for 

weaknesses so as to discount and devalue.   

*Speak for ourselves from our own understanding and experiences, rather than 

speaking based on our assumptions about others’ positions and motives.   

*Ask questions to increase understanding, not to trip up or confuse.   

*Accept others’ experiences as real and valid for them, rather than critiquing 

others’ experiences as distorted or invalid.  

* Honor silence rather than using silence to gain advantage. 

(excerpts from BAP II, Hartford Seminary, 2007; adapted “Covenental 

Dialogue”, October 2008) 

 

Each time I read them, I think of so many times I have broken them, both in thought and word – 

running ahead in my mind to what “I know” the other is saying,  to what I am sure is really true. 

 In the gospel reading today, I hear Jesus addressing this very aspect of human nature, this 

tendency to assume about the other, and the consequence it can have.   He is saying, “what did 

you expect to see when John came preaching? . . .  for John came neither eating nor drinking, 

and they say, “He has a demon”. The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, “here 

is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners”  We can be so quick to judge, 

so quick to see out of a narrow doorway of our experience, our doubts, our fears.  How do we 

box in what the other person can be?  Jesus tells us here that our presumptions about how God 

works in the world can keep us from seeing the very truth, the very action of God in our own 

lives.  I can almost hear Jesus throwing up his hands like a frustrated parent, “to what can I 

compare this generation?’  What am I to do with these children? 



 A message of goodness I need to hear may come to me from someone who speaks a 

different language, who belongs to another political party, whose lifestyle is different, who prays 

differently than I do.  So, if I don’t want to miss what God is doing in my life, I need to keep 

myself open to the unexpected, the unfamiliar. 

 To practice skills for this in our weeklong intensive, we were asked to listen to each faith 

community tell their story, teach the basic tenets of their faith, and speak about their 

relationships with God.  We were asked to open our hearts and minds, and really receive it 

without interrupting.  On the day of learning about Islam, I came up against some very clear 

barriers in myself, places of judgment and assumption that made it hard for me to hear them.   

 One of these has been my perceptions about gender inequality, the treatment of women in 

Islamic countries, which is symbolized for me so strongly in Islamic women’s dress, such as the 

headscarf, the hijab I am wearing now.  We hear of women being beaten for not wearing 

covering garments in Afghanistan; we hear that women are not permitted to drive in Saudi 

Arabia, or to leave their houses without a male family member.  For me, seeing images in Africa 

and rural Arab countries of women covered in black garments that leave only their eyes visible is 

deeply distressing, oppressive, frightening.  Yet the story that Muslim women told me is 

different.  They said, when women are oppressed in these ways, it is from the patriarchal nature 

of the tribal lands they live in, not Islam.  The Quran tells us to prepare ourselves to be in the 

presence of God – to wash, to set a right mind to holiness, to cover as an act of humility before 

God, and to pray 5 times a day.  We wear the headscarf and have these rituals to remind us more 

and more often that we are always in the presence of God, that we should always be in a state of 

prayer, that we are always on sacred ground.  Hmmmmm . . .   



 As I listened, I began to wonder:  How would it change the things I say, the choices I 

make, if I remembered more and more that I was in the presence of God?  That I was always on 

sacred ground?  This is not only Muslim practice, it is an idea deeply rooted in Jewish and 

Christian devotional life as well – yet I got it, finally, through listening to my Muslim friends.  

So today I am wearing Hijab as a step toward peace, to honor my friends, to remind me where I 

am today. 

 In the reading from Ecclesiastes today, the writer is giving us guidance here about how to 

act when in the presence of God -  leading us to the place of silence, of listening, of awe.  “When 

you are on sacred ground, let your words be few!  Don’t be rash!  Don’t make vows you can’t 

keep!  Listen – be still.”  Psalm 141 prays to God, “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord, keep 

watch over the door of my lips!”    In this age of fast food and high speed internet, of fast driving 

and instant telecommunications – we can miss a lot that’s going on right in front of us – “Be 

still” says the writer, “Listen.” 

 If  I could only tell you one thing I learned more on this weeklong journey at Hartford 

Seminary, it would be this – in the face of difference and conflict, fear and distrust, a powerful 

way of peace comes from stillness and deep listening and by remaining in the soft places of our 

hearts.  I will end with a story from our week that really captured this for me: 

  After listening to each other for the first 3 days, we were formed into small groups doing 

scripture study together – Muslims, Jews and Christians – and they gave us two texts from each 

tradition:  one we might find connecting in all faiths, one that had been used in history to divide 

us.  They asked us to explore together the hard texts that have caused pain between us, and to 

seek a way of discussing them that could be healing.  In my group I found that the greatest 

challenge lay not between the different faiths, but between conservatives and progressives.  On 



the day of the Christian texts, we were given John  14:1-7 where Jesus says, ”I am the way, and 

the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the father except by me.” as the hard text, one often used 

to exclude the salvation of other religions.  But we were also given 1
st
 Corinthians 13, Paul’s 

tremendous passage on love:  “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have 

love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal . . ..” 

 We each spoke about the first text, how we understood it, how we felt about it – what we 

thought it meant regarding other religions.  An Orthodox Jewish woman said, “I can accept that 

we have beliefs in each of our faiths that are not compromising, that do not have common 

ground.  I respect that you have yours, as I want you to respect that I have mine.”  The Muslim 

members said, “this text is not a stumbling block for us.  We accept it!  Part of our vow when we 

become Muslim is that we claim the teachings of all the prophets that have come before from all 

the people of the Book (Christians and Jews) – and Jesus is one of the highest kinds of prophet in 

Islam.  He is very special to us.”   

 The Christians shared their understandings of the text, and I said to an Evangelical 

Christian woman, “I do not think our positions on this text are so far apart,” because my 

understanding involved multiple layers of meaning, one that  has room for other faiths to be 

authentic paths to God. But she said to me, “I disagree.  I think we are very far apart in how we 

understand this scripture. For me, it clearly says there is no other path to God but  belief in Jesus 

Christ as Messiah,” and she expressed distress that I, as a Christian, believed a broader 

interpretation.  I felt my own passions rise – for a real point of shame for me about Christianity is 

our extensive history of not tolerating differing beliefs about the nature of Jesus Christ, and using 

this to exclude so many.   I said to her, “So how can you be accepting of other people of faith 

who do not understand this text as you do?  How can you live with them without trying to push 



your belief on them?”   “Because,” she said, “I also believe in this second scripture we have 

today – and I must be true to it also.  I will witness what I believe about Jesus, but also, I am 

called to love my neighbor deeply, no matter what.  So, if we cannot agree, then I will focus 

instead on how I can love you.”    Hmmm.   If we cannot agree, then I will focus instead on how 

I can love you.  (pause) 

 My friends, I am convinced that world peace will not be won by power or persuasion. It 

will be a road walked together, in all our glorious difference, paved with moments just like this.  

Always on sacred ground.  .  .if we can just remember that we are always on sacred ground.  

   (END) 

Extra story that did not make the final sermon:  but one I want to keep: 

 

 

 On  the day we were hearing about Muslim practice and theology, I was sitting next to a 

Jewish man near the back.  Although I had taken classes already in Islam, yet I heard things in 

what the Imam was sharing that were deeper understandings for me, and I warmed and smiled as 

he shared his faith with such devotion, such love.  I knew Abdullah, who was speaking, for he 

had been a fellow student with me, and he was loving, smart, passionate, funny, wise.  Questions 

arose for me as he spoke, yet I held them in my heart gently, and I could keep coming back to 

him, to receive more about his faith, Islam, and his love for the prophet, Muhammed, peace be 

upon him.  My questions could wait -  But for the man sitting next to me, a different experience 

was taking place.   

 I could feel rage rising in him – he began putting his hand up frequently, interrupting 

Abdullah, asking challenging questions, cutting short Abdullah’s answers to counter question.  



His hands were in fists, clenching and unclenching, sometimes he almost stood up out of his seat 

because his feelings were so strong.  I could feel rage pouring out of him like a wave.  The 

longer this went on, the more sense of dread crept over me, and a feeling like coldness and loss 

of strength.  I began to think, I need to get out of here.  I can’t stay sitting by this person who is 

so angry, so closed to this process.  I am losing myself!   

 But I thought, this is a holy process, this is a sacred place, and there must be something I 

can do here.  So I started to pray – deeper and deeper I let myself go – Holy One, tell me what to 

do!  I am scared.  This is getting worse.  I felt love surround me once again, and although I didn’t 

hear words which asked the question, I felt myself give the answer:  “okay God, I won’t abandon 

him.”  The next time my neighbor put his hand up to interrupt and challenge Abdullah, I put my 

hand on his arm, and I said, “Brother, please stop.  This is our time for listening.”  “Okay “ – he 

said.  And I began to pray for him – intentionally directing loving energy towards him.  At the 

break, he turned to me and said, “I know you are right, and now is the time to listen.  But what 

can I do with these feelings, when I know they are not telling the whole truth!  I know these facts 

that they are not saying.”  I took a breath, and a prayer, and the words came out:  “Friend, we are 

being asked here to stretch ourselves – try to make a space in your heart that the truth may be 

more than what you know, the facts you have.  Believe that Abdullah is faithful – hear what he 

has to say.”  Later, I shared with Pastor Chris my struggle of the morning, for she had been in the 

row behind us.  She told me, “I started praying for him too.”  That afternoon, my neighbor was 

calmer, and as the days unfolded, he was able to stay in the process – able to ask questions that 

were less loaded, spent time eating and talking with Muslim classmates.    Hmmm – always on 

sacred ground. 

 


