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I recently attended a youth conference where a get-to-know-you activity in one of the workshop sessions had us moving around in the room in response to certain questions so that each corner offered a different group of people to mix with. The questions started with, “What is your favorite Gospel?” I know you always suspected your pastors were dorks; now here is legitimate confirmation! So, one corner of the room was for Matthew, another for Mark, a third and fourth for Luke and John respectively. Presumably we were to gather with our fellow Gospel-preference pals and open up to one another on a greater level. After an appropriate amount of deep sharing time, 3 or 4 minutes, we moved on to another question, another corner, and another small group. The questions continued, “What is your favorite season of the liturgical year?” or “Which of the following four books of the Bible would you rather preach from?”(I wish I was joking!)


What struck me as I tried to be a good sport and move from corner to corner was that this was a very safe way for us to get to know one another, and that was probably the point. I wondered why we were approaching one another under the protection of such sterile questions. Tim mentioned in his sermon last week, as he framed the year ahead for us that, “asking questions is how our faith takes root, how it grows more profound.” Why as people of faith, and leaders in the church, were we focusing on our preference for Advent or Ordinary Time, and not connecting with one another in a riskier and more genuine way? If we couldn’t as colleagues engage in an honest exploration of questions with one another, how could we be expected to do that with our congregations and our youth?

Swiss Reformed theologian Karl Barth said that one should, “preach with the Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other.” Barth spoke out against the influence of Nazism on German Christianity and asked radical questions to biblical interpreters and theologians in the early twentieth century. He certainly explored the good and tough questions and in preparing for this sermon I kept coming back to this notion because it has been nearly impossible to read the newspaper, either in hand or online, to listen to the radio or watch the news without hearing of the controversy surrounding Park51. Park51 is the proposed Islamic Cultural Center located two blocks from the site of the World Trade Center attack in New York City nine years ago. In addition to an Islamic prayer room, Park51 will have classroom space, galleries, a restaurant, a swimming pool, and a memorial to the victims of September 11, 2001. Many have argued that the site of Park51, which has actually been open already for the past year as a prayer space, is on holy ground as it is close to ground zero. This may be true, but it is also in a section of Lower Manhattan filled with bars, liquor stores, and other such establishments. Park51 is the dream of Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf and his wife Daisy Khan, American Muslims well known for their work toward interfaith dialogue. Abdul Rauf is vice-chair of the Interfaith Center of New York, and as recent New Yorker article noted, he has been asked by the FBI to conduct sensitivity training for agents and police officers. His wife Daisy Khan runs an organization that promotes, “cultural and religious harmony through interfaith collaboration, youth and women’s empowerment, and arts and cultural exchange.”


Park51 is certainly garnering the most attention in the news media of late, but it is not the only occurrence of a Not-In-My-Backyard mentality. Take the story of Dr. Mansoor Mirza, a physician in Sheboygan County, WI. Dr. Mirza, a Muslim American, met with the planning commission of his small town of just over 3,000, as they considered his application to open a mosque in the nearby village of Oostburg. He already owns the land, and as a physician at the local hospital, he is well-known in the area. 

In a news article Mirza describes his situation as this, “Some of the people at the meeting are like most of your patients- white Americans who don’t seem to care about their doctors’ race or creed when they talk to them about their illnesses. But when the floor is opened to discussion, you hear things they would never say to you even in the privacy of an examination room. One after another, they pour scorn and hostility on your proposal, and most of the objections have nothing to do with zoning regulations. It’s about your faith. ‘Islam is a religion of hate,’ they say. ‘Muslims are out to wipe out Christianity.’”
 Though hurt and shocked, Mirza responded to these comments by saying, “If we are praying there, we don’t stink. We don’t make noise. We just come, pray, and leave.” He was asked by one county commissioner if he planned to keep any weapons on the premises or if military training would be taking place there. “I never expected that the same people who came to me at the hospital and treated me with respect would talk to me like this.” There are roughly 100 Muslims in this small WI town who are seeking a space to gather for worship and prayer. After the planning commission meeting, pastors in Oostburg began a campaign against the proposed mosque. Spokesperson Rev. Wayne DeVrou stated, “The political objective of Islam is to dominate the world with its teachings...and to have domination of all other religions militarily.”  
A recent poll found that 46% of Americans believe Islam is more likely than other faiths to encourage violence against nonbelievers, but only 37% of those surveyed know a Muslim American. Just 23% of those surveyed believe Park51 would be a symbol of religious tolerance. Muslim American writer and commentator Arsalan Iftikar asserts, “Islamophobia has become the accepted form of racism in America. You can always take a potshot at Muslims or Arabs and get away with it.”

Eboo Patel, founder and director of Interfaith Youth Core and an American Muslim serving on President Obama’s advisory council on faith-based and neighborhood partnership (and a Town Hall Forum speaker), has responded to the rise in hostility saying, “The core argument emerging from [the anti-mosque protests] is that Muslims are not and can never be full Americans.”

We can say that this is what happens in small towns or in big cities far away, and that we would never fall to the weakness of NIMBY. But just because we think the problem is not in our backyards, the question remains: what are we doing to express openness and understanding, to share the hand of friendship and inclusion, and as our Scriptures guide us- to maintain constant love for one another, to be hospitable to one another, to be good stewards of the manifold grace of God?

Last Sunday I asked the youth for their thoughts and opinions on both Park51 and Florida Pastor Terry Jones who threatened to burn Qur’ans in protest on September 11th. I also asked them the question, “As Christians, what are we called to be and do in these situations?” Not surprisingly, they had incredibly insightful and thoughtful things to say. Most students, whether they fully agreed with the Park51 location or whether they weren’t sure how they felt about its being so close to ground zero, felt that as Christians we should respect other religions and beliefs. Senior Annie Wright said, “I think they have a right to build the center. The people building [it] are as far away from extreme Muslims as Christians are.” Students expressed the tension between honoring other faiths and traditions while also honoring those who lost their lives on 9/11, “As Christians we are called to respect the Islamic tradition and the World Trade Center victims.” “I know many people still feel the pain and loss of 9/11, but that was caused by a radical, extremist group.” Another stated, “As Christians we are called to extend the hand of friendship and to love and support our interfaith brothers and sisters.”

Our students were universally opposed to books being burned, especially a holy book of another religion. Senior Marion Tucker, “The Bible says, ‘love your neighbor,’ which this pastor [in Florida] is obviously ignoring. Christians and Muslims have more in common than they might realize since their religions stem from the same place.” She goes on to say, “As Christians we are called to be open and accepting, not to be hypocrites...As people in the USA, as Christians, we should embrace other religions and cultures. Just because some Muslims have committed violence doesn’t mean all have.” 

Several students summed it up best by saying, “We are called as Christians to help as we can, do something about it if we feel passionate about it, and to pray.”

 “I think we should pray for peace in both NYC and Afghanistan [because of] the American and Muslim factions.”

The Message Bible translation of this morning’s I Timothy passage is very clear in saying, “The first thing I want you to do is pray. Pray every way you know how, for everyone you know...This is the way God wants us to live.”
 I would also add that we are called to pray for everyone we do not know, for those we are afraid to know, for those who pray in different ways and languages than we do.
Often our prayers are for God to change situations or other people, or for God to bring about change in our lives and circumstances, but we forget that we are changed when we pray.  Something real and organic happens to us through the very act of praying. We can forget that our role in this two-way relationship with God is not static, and that within the act of praying there is motion, movement, and energy. God works on us through prayer and in praying for others who are not like us, who do not worship God in the same ways and spaces, and with the same words we do, something in us grows and opens up.

As Christians we believe and hope in the everlasting love and sovereignty of God, and thankfully it is not for us to decide the people God chooses to be “in.” We are so often quick to look at the differences between the Abrahamic faiths that we miss those aspects that are central to all three: courage and deep religious faith, the living out of the spirit of reconciliation and acceptance, living with respect for other cultures. And in looking at the differences, we forget the faces of the people we know who practice religions other than our own.

So where does this leave us in the midst of complexity and plurality? 
We can spend time trying to parse out, “who is right?” and “who is wrong?” but is that even the point? Maybe for some of us it is; maybe in order to be at peace at night we must come to terms with what is sacred ground and who can worship where and what groups of people are chosen by God.
But I think many of us are not able to do that so easily, many of us walk on eggshells on this topic, in conversation with others, in the privacy of our own thoughts and hearts. This is not something that just affects strangers in far off places, but it affects our neighbors and coworkers, the owners of businesses we frequent, children our children go to school with.
We are left to examine what we believe and how we live out our beliefs. Faith is a mystery and our faith is based on love, rich in stories of miracles and God's power to make the seemingly impossible real. Our faith is one that calls us to welcome the stranger, to be in community with those who are not like us, and to pray to our God. Our faith calls us to be outraged by injustice and the oppression of others, even if those we see as "other" understand God in different ways than we do.

If we believe God is for us, then is God against others? The Pastoral Epistle I Timothy is clear in telling us that we are to pray for all, for everyone, otherwise we limit God's generosity and unending grace, and we limit what God will do for our world, and to us through our prayers. 

Continue to ask the good questions, and may we continue to question ourselves and to question God in our prayer life. Pray for God to guide you in God's work in the world, in the reconciling work of the Prince of Peace. Pray for rebuilding and communication, and pray in the midst of mystery. Pray for the strength to listen and for the strength to be in thorny conversations with others. Pray for God to give all of us the courage to create change in the world even while we ourselves are changed, and through all these things may God be glorified.
Prayer of the People – Douglas Mitchell
God of all creation, we stand in awe before You, giving you our praise and worship.  You are the one true God and have called forth people of faith in every time and place. Your promises are sure and true. We bless you for your covenant given to Abraham and Sarah that you keep with all their descendents.  As you have called on us to do, we offer “supplications, prayers, intercessions and thanksgivings…for everyone.”  Our hope is that “in every place, men and women should pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or argument.”
We give you thanks, O God, for all people of faith who are shaped by visions of human harmony and a desire for a just peace.  Give us Your Spirit that followers of many traditions can work together in your world to speak your truth, to execute justice for the poor and those at the margins, to practice hospitality for strangers and to care for those with basic needs. Your children come from many traditions – inheritors of shared wisdom and tragic misunderstandings, of proud hopes and humble successes.  As we work together we share our stories – in memory and truth, in courage and trust, in love and promise.  Help us to “maintain constant love for one another…to be hospitable to one another without complaining… and to serve one another with whatever gift each of us has received.”

In that which we share, let us see the common prayer of humanity; in that in which we differ, let us wonder at human freedom; in our unity and our differences, let us know the uniqueness that is You, O God. May our courage match our convictions and our integrity match our hope, so our public lives can match our private beliefs.  May our faith in You bring us closer to you and to each other. 

O God, you love justice and you establish peace on earth.  We bring before you the disunity of today’s world: the absurd violence and many wars that are breaking the spirit of peoples across the world; human greed and injustice which breed hatred and strife, even among religious traditions that call you Lord.  Send your Spirit anew to be among us to renew the face of the earth; teach us to be compassionate toward the whole human family; Strengthen the will of all who fight for justice and for peace; lead all nations into the part of peace, and give us that peace which the world cannot give.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch and tender presence.  Make the sick whole.  Give hope to the dying.  Comfort those who mourn.  Uphold all who suffer in body mind or spirit, not only those we know and love but also those known only to you, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care…..Radiate through the lives of all need your comfort with the light of your presence, that renewed health and strength may be theirs. 

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, Our Father…
“For Whom Do We Pray?”


1 Timothy 2:1-8; 1 Peter 4:1-2;7-11


The Rev. Meghan K. Gage-Finn �Sunday, September 19, 2010 
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